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Perceptions of Effective Parent Engagement in Rural Title I Schools 
 
 
Michele Hammersla-Quick, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, May 2016 
Chairperson: Kristen S. Lewis Grant 
Parent engagement in student learning has been associated with improved student 
attitudes (Zygmunt-Fillwalk, 2006), better school attendance (Zygmunt-Fillwalk, 2006), 
and higher student achievement (Henderson, Mapp, Johnson, & Davies, 2007).  Research 
has also shown that many barriers exist for effective parent engagement activities in rural 
school settings, including communication (Halsey, 2005), life contexts (Eidahl, 2013), 
and school environments (Englund, Luckner, Whaley, & Egeland, 2004).  Understanding 
the differences in perceptions of effective parent engagement activities will identify a 
comprehensive understanding of what types of parent engagement opportunities promote 
a collaborative and supportive relationship between home and school.  Currently, there is 
a gap in research studies in rural school settings that examine parent engagement 
activities.  This qualitative research study examined the differences in perceptions of 
effective parent engagement activities between disparate groups of parents, school 
administrators, and teachers.  Data for this study was collected through surveys, program 
evaluations, interviews, and focus groups.  Analyses of the data identified similarities and 
differences in the characteristics of effective parent engagement activities as perceived by 
school administrators, teachers, and parents.  Five key findings that were identified 
include: (a) smallness of a rural school district is seen as a strength and challenge for 
effective parent engagement activities, (b) developing personal connections within a rural 
community, (c) opening lines of communication, (d) developing parent-to-parent 
relationships and (e) gaining the perspective from inactive parents.  These findings and 
recommendations can be used to develop school programs that better support parent 
involvement in educational programs and to strengthen the community and education of 
students. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
This study explored the characteristics of effective parent engagement activities in 
a rural school setting, as perceived by administrators, teachers, and parents.  A qualitative 
case study approach was utilized to provide an in-depth analysis of parent engagement 
programs offered by one rural school district in Central Pennsylvania.  From this 
research, a more comprehensive understanding of differences and similarities in 
perceptions of effective engagement activities provides researchers and school districts a 
focus for improving their implementation of parent engagement activities to meet the 
expectations of all their stakeholders.   
Introduction to the Research Problem 
Parent engagement is widely regarded as a best practice across educational 
settings and populations.  Parent engagement can take on many forms, from volunteering 
in the classroom or school to having a conversation with parents about the expectations 
they hold for their child’s education (Sheldon, 2002).  Benefits of parent engagement are 
reported for not only parents, but for teachers and students, too (Hornby & Witte, 2010).  
Positive parent engagement can encourage students to be connected to their education 
and to their future possibilities (Gonzalez-DeHass, Willems, & Holbein, 2005).  
Parent engagement strategies can look very different across schools and settings.  
It is important to understand these differences to provide a comprehensive picture of 
effective parent engagement strategies across settings and contexts.  Basic-level parent 
engagement is seen in three different types of activities: parent involvement in school 
activities, parent-teacher contact to promote student success, and parents engaging in 
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intellectual stimulation activities and conversations at home to promote student 
academic success (Zhang, Hsu, Kwok, Benz, & Bowman-Perrott, 2011).  Parent 
engagement in both school and home settings has demonstrated improved students’ 
grades and social adaptations (Tan & Goldberg, 2009).  
With overwhelming research documenting the positive connection between parent 
engagement and student achievement, current educational laws and practices require 
parent involvement opportunities to be provided by school districts.  Parents of students 
with disabilities are required to participate in the educational process for their children 
(IDEA-2004).  The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, Sec. 1118 (Title I funding) 
emphasizes parent involvement as a way to help children be academically successful, 
particularly through transitions into elementary school, secondary school, and post-
secondary school (DePlanty, Coulter-Kern, & Duchane, 2007; Sheldon, 2005).  
With current laws requiring parent engagement opportunities, it is important to 
understand what these opportunities look like in rural school districts.  Implementing 
effective parent engagement activities in rural school districts has unique challenges.  
Lack of transportation or child care, lower parent educational levels, and few social 
networking opportunities for parents have all been identified as factors affecting parent 
engagement in rural schools (Griffin & Galassi, 2010).  Rural areas of our country are 
experiencing slower growth rates during this century (Johnson, 2012).  In Pennsylvania, 
rural areas have experienced a loss of population on average of up to 5% during the first 
10 years of the 21st century (Johnson, 2012).  Even with the loss of population, 3.5 
million Pennsylvania residents live in rural counties (The Center for Rural Pennsylvania, 
2014).  Rural Pennsylvania farming communities need to address the negative effects of a 
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decline in resources following the drain in population as more people die and more 
young people leave these rural areas (Johnson, 2012).  This drain in human resources 
directly affects the support programs and services that are provided as well as limits the 
resources needed for future opportunities and resources to expand the local infrastructure 
(Johnson, 2012).  Parent and community engagement is seen as one way to connect 
families to their local community and to support the growth of rural communities.  
A persistent problem of rural America that affects engagement in education is 
children in poverty.  Over 80% of US counties that have over 30 years of high levels of 
child poverty are in rural areas (Johnson, 2012).  Johnson, Strange, and Madden (2010) 
determined that approximately 60% of students in the Rural 800 school districts (the 
school districts with the highest poverty rate) graduate from high school.  According to 
Gorski (2013), students who live in poverty are more likely not to have access to Internet 
and computers at home, but are likely to be asked to complete a homework assignment 
that requires computers and Internet access.  Students in poverty are also more likely to 
underachieve or not complete school (Taylor, 2005).  Lower academic achievement in 
kindergarten or first grade for students who do not benefit from economic stability 
indicates a greater chance of these students needing intensive academic interventions to 
support academic growth throughout their schooling (Herbers et al., 2012).  Overall, a 
bleak picture is painted of student and family engagement and student achievement in 
rural area schools.  
Educational reform efforts aimed at implementing parent engagement practices 
affect children in rural areas differently due to social and economic isolation that is 
exacerbated by the distance and limited transportation that face the poor (Johnson, 2012).  
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When studying educational trends in rural school settings, Hamilton, Hamilton, Duncan, 
and Colocousis (2008) concluded that parents in rural communities attended and 
graduated college at approximately a 25% lower rate than their suburban and urban 
counterparts.  Increasing parent engagement in poor rural schools is seen as a way to 
improve student achievement (Whitaker & Hoover-Dempsey, 2013). 
Current educational research has identified many struggles within rural Title I 
schools.  Even with these struggles identified, there is a gap in research documenting 
parent engagement activities and their effectiveness within rural school districts.  With 
place and context playing a massive role in what constitutes effective parent engagement 
strategies, it is imperative that research studies dive into the world of perceptions of 
parent engagement activities in a rural school setting.  Scholars have called for additional 
research to bridge the gap of literature with studies that are placed in rural school districts 
(Gonzalez-DeHass et al., 2005; Whitaker & Hoover-Dempsey, 2013).  
Statement of the Problem Researched 
Understanding the perceptions of the effectiveness of parent engagement 
strategies in rural schools by district administrators, teachers, and parents will provide 
insights into what engagement activities, if any, have a positive impact on students, 
parents, teachers, and administrators as well as identify where improvements are needed.  
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
The purpose of this research was to understand parents’, teachers’, and 
administrators’ perceptions of effective parent engagement programming in a rural school 
district in Central Pennsylvania.  This research also allows for any discrepancies in these 
diverse perspectives to be identified and analyzed.  Future research directions are 
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indicated based on the similarities and differences in stakeholders’ perceptions.  This 
section addresses the significance of understanding parent engagement in rural school 
districts with regard to research, theory, and practice.   
Current research established the link between effective parent engagement 
activities and increased student achievement (Lawson & Alameda-Lawson, 2012).  While 
this link has been well established, other research has indicated a discrepancy in 
perceptions of what effective parent engagement looks like among parents, teachers, and 
administrators (Anderson & Minke, 2007).  Significant gaps in research exist, indicated 
by a lack of documentation of perceptions of parent engagement in rural school settings 
(Whitaker & Hoover-Dempsey, 2013).  This current research study connects these 
research findings and expands the data and knowledge base that provides a picture and 
understanding of the differences in perceptions of parent engagement activities in a rural 
Title I school district. 
The data collected in this study painted a picture of differences in perceptions of 
parent engagement activities.  Administrators, teachers, and parents all come to the 
educational world with different ideals and pre-conceived notions about effective parent 
engagement.  Definitions of effective parent engagement range from home-based 
activities such as helping with homework (Sheldon, 2002) to volunteering within the 
school (Epstein, 2011).  This research identified the diverse opinions from each of these 
stakeholders as well as insights into the challenges of creating effective parent 
engagement opportunities.  The data indicate barriers that are in place that negatively 
affect parent engagement within one rural Title I school district.  Current research 
identifies several barriers to increased participation in parent engagement activities: 
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effective communication (Halsey, 2005), school environment (Eidahl, 2013), and family 
life contexts (Englund, Luckner, Whaley, & Egeland 2004).  The qualitative themes 
identified through this research relate to specific barriers that affect parental involvement, 
and pinpoint future research topics that will seek to deepen the theories behind parental 
engagement.  
Uncovering stakeholders’ perceptions of effective parental engagement may allow 
recommendations of strategies that will support future increases in the effectiveness of 
parent engagement activities.  This research provides a picture of successes and struggles 
that parents, teachers, and administrators are facing with parent engagement 
opportunities.  Through identifying the reasons behind the barriers that affect parent 
engagement, strategies to overcome these barriers can be implemented.  This research 
specifically identifies ways in which one rural Title I school district is effectively 
providing parent engagement activities as well as specific ways it can improve or build 
on parent engagement practices.  
Research that addresses the perceptions of effective parent engagement by school 
districts and by parents is limited.  Understanding and identifying common themes will 
support a clearer understanding of effective parent engagement strategies and will 
uncover the differences in perceptions of effective parent engagement activities among 
parents, teachers, and administrators.  It is essential to understand what parent 
engagement strategies are being implemented by schools and any differences there are in 
perceptions of parent engagement through the lenses of parents, teachers, and 
administrators.  Identification of differences in perspectives of what effective parent 
engagement strategies look like will allow schools and communities to implement the 
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most effective parent engagement strategies that will support increased student 
achievement.    
Research Questions 
How do parents, teachers, and school leaders characterize effective parent 
engagement activities in a rural Title I school district?  
1. What do parents, teachers, and administrators identify as characteristics of a rural 
school district that help or hinder parent engagement? 
2. How do the perceptions of parent engagement activities compare among parents, 
teachers, and administrators?  
Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework first offers an overview of the researcher’s stance, 
which provides insight into the history of the development of this research study.  The 
second part of the conceptual framework discusses the organization of the literature 
review and the main threads of research that drive this research study.  
In my 16 years as a teacher in Central Pennsylvania rural school districts, I have 
often experienced frustration with my attempts to engage parents in their child’s 
education.  During open houses, I would almost always have less than 10% attendance of 
my students’ parents.  When I would call home to express something positive or a 
concern, the phone would not be answered.  Many students would tell me their parents 
did not answer when the caller identification read the school’s name.  It was even 
difficult to find parent chaperones for field trips.  The same two families volunteered for 
every field trip and classroom gathering.  With the start of each school year, I would start 
fresh and be re-energized; this was the year I was going to have 100% parent engagement 
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with my students.  By the first round of parent conferences in November, when only one 
parent scheduled a conference, I realized just how hard it would be to achieve this goal.  
The parents I needed to come into school and become actively engaged in their child’s 
education were not the ones who were showing up.  The parents I wanted to read and 
review math facts with their children did not respond to my engagement invitations, 
whether they be through phone, email, letters, or notes in their child’s homework planner.  
It was difficult for me to understand why these parents were not responding to my 
attempts to communicate with them.  Understanding parents’ perspectives with regard to 
school engagement activities, and specifically identifying if they felt connected to their 
child’s school or if they did not, is a starting point to increase the positive connections 
between rural Title I school districts and the parents within the community. 
This research study increased understanding of the differences of perceptions of 
parental engagement in rural Title I schools among parents, teachers, and administrators.  
To increase understanding of parents’ perspectives with regard to school engagement, 
this research study investigated several aspects of parent engagement in K-12 settings.  
The literature review provides a detailed discussion of Title I programming, rural school 
characteristics and challenges, and several aspects of parent engagement.  As depicted in 
Figure 1, these research topics provide an overall picture of perceptions of parent 
engagement within a rural Title I school district.  Understanding both the differences in 
each stakeholder’s expectations, as well as the school district’s factors that influence 
parent engagement, provides a comprehensive picture of what effective parent 
engagement strategies could be implemented by the school district.  Both sides of this 
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conceptual map are necessary for a full understanding of effective parent engagement 
activities within the rural Title I school district.  
 
 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework for literature streams. 
 
Parent engagement activities vary widely across different educational settings.  A 
combination of school-based activities, parent-teacher contact, and intellectual 
engagement activities at home can provide rural school families with the most 
comprehensive ways to become involved in their students’ education (Epstein, 2011).  
Outreach activities, initiated by the school, have been recommended to increase parent 
engagement in their children’s education (Flynn & Nolan, 2008; Mo & Singh, 2008).  
Strategies include parent support programs, parenting workshops, offering information of 
children’s developmental levels, providing announcements and information about school 
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activities, school newsletters, and encouraging parents to participate in decision-
making committees (Elish-Piper, 2009; Flynn & Nolan, 2008; Mo & Singh, 2008).  
When school activities, parent/teacher communication, and parent engagement activities 
at home work together, students are provided with a more supportive learning 
environment and have increased opportunities to succeed (Epstein, 2011). 
Research has also shown that parent engagement in rural, low-income school 
settings has its own challenges.  Sherman and Sage (2011) noted that families in rural 
school settings identified the following signs that their community is declining: a 
decrease in parent involvement in school events and activities, declining school 
enrollment, and increased eligibility for the free lunch program.  Keys (2015) reported 
that families in rural, low-income head start programs participated less than parents in 
urban settings.  Students from low-income families consistently score lower on academic 
achievement tests (Taylor, 2005).   
Parent engagement in student learning, in both the home and school settings, 
provides essential support for improved academic and social outcomes for children (Fan 
& Chen, 2001).  Specifically, parent support of student learning has been associated with 
improved student attitudes towards school, increased school attendance, increased desire 
to learn, higher assessment scores, and increased self-esteem (Gonzalez-DeHass et al., 
2005).  Sheldon (2007) completed a study that demonstrated improvements in student 
attendance at schools that implemented a comprehensive school, family, and community 
partnership when compared with schools that did not implement a collaborative 
partnership.  The effects of parent engagement also depend on the quality of parent-
teacher interactions.  It is not enough for parents and teachers to increase the number of 
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interactions to improve student motivation.  These relationships must also focus on 
quality ways to improve students’ educational experiences and not merely address their 
misbehavior (Gonzalez-DeHass et al., 2005). 
Definition of Terms 
Following are critical terms central to the understanding of this research study. 
Brain Drain 
When the most talented younger individuals leave the rural communities where 
they grew up and go in search of more economic opportunities and a great 
abundance of resources (Sherman & Sage, 2011) 
Intermediate Units (IUs) 
Pennsylvania educational organizations that act as liaisons between the state 
education agency and local school districts.  The majority of IU initiatives and 
funding come from federal, state, and district contributions (Pennsylvania 
Association of Intermediate Units, 2016). 
Parent(s) 
Any adult in the primary role of caregiver to the student.  They provide food, 
shelter, and support to their education.   
Parent Engagement 
Any relationship-building activity that involves two-way communication between 
parents and schools that is designed to build a partnership between home and 
school (Ferlazzo, 2011).  For this study, parent engagement is used synonymously 
with parent involvement. 
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Rural 
Commonly defined as an open country or settlement with fewer than 2,500 people 
and no more than 999 per square mile (Pennsylvania Association for Rural and 
Small Schools [PARSS], 2014) 
Rural 800 
These 800 school districts are identified as having the highest student poverty rate 
in the United States.  Of students within these school districts, the majority (87%) 
is in 15 Southern and Southwestern states (Johnson et al., 2010). 
School Engagement 
Behavioral, attitudinal, social, and psychological traits that predict school 
achievement and outcomes (Woolley & Bowen, 2007) 
Title I Schools 
Schools that receive financial assistance, in the form of grants, to support the 
high-percentage of low-income students to meet the challenging state standards 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2015) 
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 
As a Special Education Supervisor who works with 12 school districts, effective 
parent engagement practices are a priority for the researcher.  Assumptions, made by the 
researcher that will influence this study include:  
1. The school district I worked with encourages the implementation of parent 
engagement activities; 
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2. The school district and teachers wanted to understand what parents consider 
effective parent engagement activities are so they can improve the parent 
engagement activities that are offered; and  
3. Parents within this school district want to be engaged with their child’s education, 
but have barriers that affect the amount and quality of their engagement.  
One limitation of this research is due to the limited diversity in the population 
area researched, consideration and reporting of differences in terms of race, ethnicity, 
religion, or other diverse groups did not occur.  There is not a statistically significant 
subgroup of students to separate these research findings into meaningful data comparison 
subsets.  This limitation reflects that the participants come from similar backgrounds and 
cultural experiences.  
This research is limited to include just one rural school district that receives Title I 
funds and does not include comparison groups of suburban or urban educational settings.  
The findings of this study cannot be generalized across different educational populations.  
The findings and conclusions provide a detailed picture of the range in perceptions within 
one rural Title I school district.    
Time was another limitation of this study.  Data collection took place for 
approximately three to four months of the school year.  While this is less than half of the 
total school year for students, the data collection occurred at a time when many parent 
engagement activities naturally occur.  Starting in November, school districts hold 
parent-teacher conferences and also have many parent engagement activities during the 
holiday season.  The parent engagement activities that occur during this time period set 
the tone for the parent engagement for the remaining school year.  
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This study was further limited by the nature of the data collected.  The majority 
of data collected reflect the perceptions or opinions of parents, teachers, and 
administrators on what effective parent engagement is.  The data do not account for what 
the actual intent and or quality of engagement activities the school district is utilizing. 
Opinions were influenced by the events occurring and the background constructs of the 
individuals.  This will support the development of a more comprehensive understanding 
of parents’, teachers’, and administrators’ perceptions of effective parent engagement.  
Qualitative research studies have several limitations that also need to be taken into 
account.  First, the research findings tend not to be generalizable across populations and 
settings.  The findings are relevant to populations in similar settings and circumstances, 
but they cannot be extended to different settings or situations.  A second limitation is that 
qualitative studies are often hard to replicate due to the individualized settings and 
circumstances studied.  The rich, detailed picture that is painted through qualitative 
research is time and labor intensive for the researcher.  While these limitations need to be 
considered, qualitative research provides an in-depth view of a particular circumstance or 
case through multiple lenses.   
Summary 
Hill and Chao (2009) identified school-family-community collaboration, as well 
as parental involvement, as essential strategies to improve academic achievement and 
student development.  Research is needed to identify the perceptions of the effective 
parent engagement strategies as well as to compare these perceptions across stakeholder 
groups and schools.  Schools need to embrace parents as experts of their children’s needs 
and partners in creating positive academic achievement growth for the students (Griffin 
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& Galassi, 2010).  Educational outreach programs must connect rural school systems 
to the families and communities utilizing them (Hamilton et al., 2008).  This research 
study will give a beginning picture of how parents become involved with their school 
district along with specific strategies schools should implement to increase parent 
engagement.    
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction to Chapter 2 
To further understand parent engagement in rural Title I school settings, this 
literature review focuses on providing background information and context for rural Title 
I rural schools and parent engagement and provides a rich description of perceptions of 
parent engagement.  This review of the literature provides context to the central research 
question: How do parents, teachers, and school leaders characterize effective parent 
engagement activities within a rural Title I school district?  By understanding parent 
engagement in the context of Title I rural schools, knowledge of specific strategies that 
can be implemented to connect families and schools in a positive and productive 
collaboration is increased.   
Literature Review 
Rural Title I Schools 
Title I expectations and requirements.  The Title I program was initially created 
in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 (Hosek & Matsudaira 
2012).  This program, with a budget around $14 billion in 2008 is the largest federally 
funding government program focused on elementary and secondary education (Hosek & 
Matsudaira 2012).  School districts increased their revenue of students eligible for Title I 
services by approximately $360 per student (Hosek & Matsudaira 2012).  The overall 
goal for the Title I program is to support students in low-income families that are 
attending schools with high concentrations of disadvantaged students by providing 
supplemental educational services for reading and mathematics (van der Klaauw, 2008).  
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No Child Left Behind (NCLB; 2001), signed by President George W. Bush in 2002, 
provides a roadmap for school districts to continue to receive Title I funding.  The 
standards NCLB laid out for school districts to achieve include higher standards for both 
student achievement and school personnel credentials (NCLB, 2001).  Another 
requirement of NCLB includes challenging state standards that are to be assessed yearly 
through rigorous state assessments (NCLB, 2001).  NCLB also provides parents up-to-
date progress of their schools and options if parents are not happy with the way the 
school is performing.  According to Moles and Fege (2011), parental involvement is the 
centerpiece of Title I programming.  Parents are given yearly progress reports that 
describe their school district’s progress with the Title I goals and will have options and 
resources that will help their students if their schools chronically need improvement 
(NCLB, 2001).  Parents will have the option to send their children to alternate public 
schools if their school district does not meet the high standards set forth in NCLB (2001).  
Title I schools are required to have parent engagement activities as a component 
of the individual school program.  These activities can differ from school to school but 
need to support parent education of student learning and best practices within education.  
Manya Whitaker and Kathleen Hoover-Dempsey (2013) completed an exploratory study 
that compared parent perceptions of student and teacher invitations for engagement, 
school expectations of parent engagement, school climates, parents’ own schooling 
experiences, and parents’ own engagement beliefs in two Title I middle schools.  In both 
schools, it was found that teacher invitations to participate did not impact parental role 
beliefs in school engagement, while school climate was a positive contributing factor to 
improved parental role beliefs in both schools (Whitaker & Hoover-Dempsey, 2013).  
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This study further recommended three specific implications for current educational 
practices: (a) Clearly communicate school expectations for parent involvement, (b) 
Teachers should create homework assignments for students that require meaningful 
participation from parents, and (c) Clearly communicate the school’s appreciation and 
value of family engagement.  
Title I and student achievement.  Initial research indicated modest positive 
effects for student achievement within Title I programs, but these research designs did 
not control for the differences between students who received Title I funds and those who 
did not (Hosek & Matsudaira, 2012).  van der Klaauw (2008) completed a research study 
that utilized school data to compare schools just around the poverty threshold to schools 
that receive Title I funding and determined there was no significant difference in student 
achievement.  Hosek and Matsudaira (2012) completed a study to determine the effects of 
Title I on school behavior, resources, and academic performance in a large urban school 
district.  Their research determined there was not statistically significant improvement in 
student assessment scores for students eligible for Title I funds compared to those 
students not eligible for Title I funds (Hosek & Matsudaira, 2012).  The study further 
concluded the school district responded to the incentives within the Title I allocation 
process by encouraging more students to sign up for free lunch programs to receive the 
Title I federal funds (Hosek & Matsudaira, 2012). 
Rural school characteristics.  Rural population areas in the United States 
comprise approximately 75% of the land area and 51 million people (Johnson, 2012).  
Historically, population growth in rural areas has been attributed to the ratio between the 
number of births and deaths and migration rates into rural areas (Johnson, 2012).  During 
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the first decade of the 21st century, population in rural areas had been dependent upon 
rural birth to death ratios instead of migration rates into rural communities (Johnson, 
2012).  Sherman and Sage (2011) noted that families are continuing to see their 
communities decline.  These authors further noted that the families measure their 
community decline with regard to a decrease in parent involvement in school events and 
activities, declining school enrollment, and increased eligibility for the free lunch 
program (Sherman & Sage, 2011).  The average poverty rate of rural small school 
districts is 18.5% (Strange et al., 2011). These poor, rural schools educate one third of 
students in the United States (Strange et al., 2011).  
School districts are often seen as the center of rural school communities (Howley, 
Camper, Perko, & Howley, 2011).  According to the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Status of Education in Rural America Report, one third of public schools in the United 
States are in rural areas.  Further, these schools educate more than one in five children in 
the United States (Provasnik et al., 2007).  Greater than 50% of Pennsylvania public 
schools is in rural areas (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2014).  As an added 
challenge, rural youth who encounter poverty in their community face increased chances 
for academic underachievement and school dropout (Irvin, Meece, Farmer, & Hutchins, 
2011).  Long-lasting poverty is more prevalent in rural areas than in suburban or rural 
areas (Lichter & Johnson, 2007).  Poverty-stricken rural communities lean towards local 
culture and accepted norms for survival strategies instead of relying on decisions based 
on improving educational, economical, or social circumstances (Sherman, 2006).  This 
includes basing decisions on ideals of self-sufficiency and moral worth (Sherman, 2006).  
Hamilton et al. (2008) summarized that education should be the top priority for 
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implementing strategies to strengthen communities and the middle class.  According to 
Epstein (2009), parent and community engagement enhances student achievement across 
schools and districts.  
Rural 800 school students are two times as likely to qualify for Title I services 
(Johnson et al., 2010).  As part of the No Child Left Behind Act, parent engagement 
activities are required for Title I schools.  For Title I schools to continue to receive 
federal funding, they need to provide evidence of parent engagement activities.  Many 
Title I schools utilize parent workshops with parent-selected topics, provide educational 
classes to support parents’ knowledge and understanding of educational best practices, 
employ parent liaisons, and hold parent conferences (Dunlop, 2013).  Frequently these 
activities are not documented with any improvement in family dynamics or increases in 
student achievement (Dunlop, 2013).  Educators often feel that they are the most 
important factor when determining success or failure for students, when in fact, academic 
success is most often influenced by the home environment where students spend 90% of 
their time (Dunlop, 2013).  Rural parents often have achieved lower educational levels 
than parents in urban school districts (Durham & Smith, 2006).  Durham and Smith 
(2006) further stated that parents in rural school districts will most likely create a learning 
environment for their children that was similar to their own, thus continuing the cycle of 
poor educational support in the home (Durham & Smith, 2006). 
Rural school challenges.  Students in rural schools have to overcome several 
challenges to be successful with their education.  This section discusses some challenges 
that rural areas face: parent engagement, family levels of education, lack of trust of 
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government, funding levels for education, brain drain, and challenges associated with 
an inferior sense of place.  
Parent engagement in rural schools is a challenge that affects educational 
achievement of students (Fan & Chen, 2001).  Family-level challenges and barriers often 
have negative impacts on parent-school engagement (Lawson & Alameda-Lawson, 
2012).  These barriers include difficulties in securing housing, transportation, healthcare, 
food, and employment (Lawson & Alameda-Lawson, 2012).  Without educators 
addressing these barriers, parent engagement activities will fall short of reaching a wide 
audience.  The few rural schools that have a strong connection to their community benefit 
from increased parent participation in all aspects of their children’s lives, involvement in 
community agencies and businesses supporting the school, and increases in the numbers 
of rural community members becoming involved as curricular resources for schools 
(Hornby & Witte, 2010).  The difficulty remains that the majority of rural schools do not 
have effective parent engagement strategies in place to support the needs of their 
students.  Uncovering the differences in parent, teacher, and administrator perspectives of 
effective parent engagement strategies will provide a place to start for school districts to 
enhance their parent engagement strategies. 
Hamilton et al. (2008) completed a study through the Carsey Institute at the 
University of New Hampshire that interviewed approximately 8,000 residents of 19 rural 
communities that focused on determining the affects socioeconomic, cultural, and 
demographic factors had on their lives.  From this survey, they found that only 
approximately 25% of people in these high poverty rural areas graduated from college, 
compared to close to 50% of the population that live in areas with high resources.  The 
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data were further delineated to show that only 15% of the fathers of the families that 
live in high poverty rural areas graduated from college, and over 30% of the fathers in 
these families did not graduate from high school (Hamilton et al., 2008).  
Only about 50% of people who live in rural communities trust that their local 
government will work to provide effective solutions for local problems (Hamilton et al., 
2008).  This same survey determined that about 90% of people who live in chronic 
poverty are willing to help their neighbors and believe their neighbors are willing to help 
them (Hamilton et al., 2008).  Respondents also reported a sense of stability with their 
personal lives and within their community in general (Hamilton et al., 2008).  People felt 
their community will not improve or decline in the next 10 years (Hamilton et al., 2008).  
Another challenge in rural school districts is the amount of funding received from 
state resources (Johnson et al., 2010).  In high poverty rural areas, local funding does not 
meet the educational needs of the community, and typically state funding does not make 
up the funding differences between poverty and non-poverty school districts (Johnson et 
al., 2010).  The ongoing struggle of lack of resources for rural school districts leads to 
larger class sizes, fewer support personnel, and minimal professional development 
opportunities for staff (Strange et al., 2011).  
Brain drain is a prevalent problem that poor rural communities are facing.  
Talented young people will leave their hometown communities in search of better 
employment opportunities and greater access to a variety of resources (Sherman & Sage, 
2011).  When a school system experiences a divided class system between students 
considered smart and those considered not, this brain drain effect is magnified (Sherman 
& Sage, 2011).  The loss of more individuals under the age of 45 than in non-rural 
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communities contributes to the slower economic growth of rural communities 
(Gallardo, 2010). Schools often continue the brain drain effect by choosing the students 
they feel are the most promising to focus on improving their opportunities after high 
school.  Frequently the students in lower socioeconomic situations are seen as the 
students who do not have a promising future and are often not given the same educational 
opportunities as other students (Sherman & Sage, 2011).  
Brain drain also contributes to the development of rural communities into dense 
centralized poverty areas (Foulkes & Newbold, 2008).  When young, highly skilled and 
talented workers leave, the majority of residents left are older, less educated, and low-
skilled workers (Foulkes & Newbold, 2008).  These workers begin to experience 
geographic mobility themselves by moving to other areas or counties that are just as poor 
as, if not poorer than, the one they started with (Foulkes & Newbold, 2008).  A large 
contributing factor in the mobility of poorer families is the lack of adequate housing.  
Most housing for the rural poor consists of rental properties, which continues the cycle of 
instability for these families (Foulkes & Newbold, 2008). 
Families living in poverty stricken rural areas often face residential instability, 
which in turn increases the social instability, which led to their displacement in the first 
place (Schafft, 2006).  Research has shown that frequent movement of students into other 
schools and school districts not only negatively impacts the student who is moving, but it 
also negatively impacts students who remain stable in these schools (Schafft, 2006).  
These families and students often go unnoticed due to the overall net changes of student 
population within the school districts (Schafft, 2006).  Another reason many of these 
students and families go unnoticed is they do not fit the classic definition that many 
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professionals utilize of being homeless.  These families tend to stay with friends or 
stay in unsafe housing of which school districts tend to be unaware (Schafft, 2006).  
Rural school districts compound this problem with their limited resources at their 
disposal (Schafft, 2005).  School districts are required to provide transportation for 
students who are considered homeless.  The financial costs associated with residential 
instability are felt to a far greater degree in smaller, limited-resource school districts.  
In rural geographical areas, a sense of place is considered the connection between 
the geographical land and the behaviors, emotions, and thoughts that support rural 
citizens with overcoming the challenges of living in rural societies (Budge, 2006).  Budge 
(2006) named six ways of living, or habits of place: (a) connectedness, (b) development 
of identity and culture, (c) interdependence with the land, (d) spirituality, (e) ideology 
and politics, and (f) activism and civic engagement.  Students and families often feel an 
inferior sense of place within their schooling (Budge, 2006).  With rural economies 
declining, isolation from global markets, declining infrastructures for businesses, and the 
decline of both farming and natural resource mining, rural communities are developing a 
sense of inferiority (Budge, 2006).  Rural citizens are feeling like they are taking a 
backseat to other parts of the country that are developing.  Local rural economies are 
barely surviving on low-paying service industry jobs.  With each unique rural 
community, the educational system and local community are becoming interdependent 
(Budge, 2006).  Educational leaders need to define the sense of place as a privilege 
within rural communities (Budge, 2006).  Rural educational leadership needs to address 
the well-being of both the schools and communities to support a sense of equality among 
rural citizens and the dominant culture (Budge, 2006).  Celebrating a local sense of place 
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will support students in cherishing and celebrating their local history, culture, and 
value, and in turn confront political, economic, and social problems that affect their 
community (Budge, 2006).  Educational leaders need to define a sense of place as a 
positive educational experience within their communities.  
Place-based educational approaches help rural youth learn the needed academics 
while making direct connections with their community and their own lives (Howley et 
al., 2011).  Through place-based education, students will learn while actively being a part 
of their community (Howley et al., 2011).  Aspects of place-based education allow 
students to connect to their local geography, economy, history, current events including 
politics, and cultural and citizen cornerstones (Howley et al., 2011).  Place-based 
education promotes action learning for students by providing opportunities to support 
their community through creating solutions and supports for the growth and development 
of their community (Howley et al., 2011).  While connecting students with their 
community, educators are creating a stronger bond between students and the possibility 
of returning to the rural community after college.  In Howley et al.’s (2011) case study of 
the Island Community School, the educators understood there was still a very high 
chance that many of the students would leave their rural community and, thus, 
implemented life lessons the students could utilize wherever they moved to.  
Parent Engagement 
Schools in the United States have come to believe that parents can enhance their 
children’s education (Sheldon, 2002).  School districts develop educational outreach 
programs to encourage parent participation in the educational system.  Parent 
involvement in education is even part of federal laws; both IDEA 2004 and No Child Left 
  
26 
Behind educational acts require parent outreach programs as part of all school systems 
today (NCLB, 2001; U.S. Department of Education, 2004).  The next sections provide an 
in-depth review of literature focusing on the basic building blocks of parent engagement.  
Types of parent engagement.  Parent involvement is seen as occurring in two 
distinct settings: at home or at school.  Parent involvement in the home takes on a wide 
variety of activities, from making sure children eat a good breakfast to start the day to 
supporting students with their homework in the evenings (Sheldon, 2002).  Long-term 
parent involvement in the home has been linked with higher grades and improved reading 
abilities (Sheldon, 2002).  Parent involvement in school settings can vary from 
conversations with teachers to actively volunteering within the school (Sheldon, 2002).  
Direct school involvement provides parents with firsthand knowledge and access to the 
school environment, expectations, observations of both educators and teachers, and 
overall a better understanding of the children’s learning activities and environment 
(Sheldon, 2002).  Sheldon (2002) also recommended that parents network with each other 
to learn about school expectations and activities.  Engaging in social networks of even 
one to two parents provides greater connections for parents and offers an avenue for 
increased involvement for parents in both the school and home settings (Sheldon, 2002).  
Social networks also predict greater involvement in their children’s education (Sheldon, 
2002). 
Joyce Epstein (2011) provides detailed descriptions of six categories of parent 
involvement: Parenting, Communicating, Volunteering, Learning at Home, Decision 
Making, and Community Involvement.  In her book, School, Family, and Community 
Partnerships (2011), she described each of these categories as the following:  
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1. Parenting: family obligations for providing for the safety and well-being of the 
child; providing a physical and psychologically healthy home.  According to 
Epstein (2011), the challenge for schools is to get this information and strategies 
to parents in a variety of forms (workshops, literature, informational 
announcements, etc.) 
2. Communicating: Schools need to communicate about children and characteristics 
of the school at a minimum.  Success will be determined by the frequency and 
effectiveness of creating two-way communication by which parents actively 
participate (Epstein, 2011).  
3. Volunteering: The school is charged with providing a variety of activities (field 
trips, concerts, sporting events, etc.) at a variety of times to encourage both parent 
and community engagement in the school district to meet the variety of schedules 
parents live (Epstein, 2011).  
4. Learning at Home: Teachers are responsible for requesting parental support for 
homework or other projects.  Parents are responsible for providing study areas, 
assistance, and encouragement when necessary.  Schools must provide support 
opportunities for parents who need help with the schoolwork and strategies in the 
home environment (Epstein, 2011).  
5. Decision Making: Involve parents in decision making, governance, and advocacy 
for students.  Including parents in Parent Teacher Associations, Strategic Planning 
and other advisory committees are effective strategies for increasing parent 
engagement (Epstein, 2011).  
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6. Collaborating with the Community: Form partnerships with businesses, 
community agencies, universities, or other groups that have a vested interest in 
the future of the school.  Opportunities that develop from these partnerships could 
be student work experiences, sponsorship of programs or materials, facilities 
development, and connection of families to support agencies (Epstein, 2011). 
In her interview with Tarsi Dunlop, Dr. Maria C. Paredes described her 
development of a structured Academic Parent-Teacher Team as a way to increase 
parental engagement in school settings and provide a structured communication system 
for parents and teachers (Dunlop, 2013).  This approach involved three 75-minute 
classroom team meetings that included all the parents within the class and one 30-minute 
individual parent-teacher session (Dunlop, 2013).  During the structured times classroom 
data are reviewed, practice activities for home and school settings are introduced, and 
everyone sets a goal of improving student learning (Dunlop, 2013).  Dr. Paredas has 
found an increase in the number of teacher volunteers (from nine classrooms involved the 
first year to 218 classrooms involved in the fourth year), improved parent-teacher 
communication, improved student attendance, increased student engagement, and 
increased student performance in both math and reading (Dunlop, 2013). 
Building school/parent relationships.  Researchers have documented that there 
is a disconnect between parents and school (Henderson, Mapp, Johnson, & Davies, 
2007).  Researchers have also documented that the sooner parents become involved in 
their child’s education, the greater the positive effect their involvement will have on 
student achievement (Cotton & Wikelaund, 2001).  According to Epstein (2011), 
speaking about parent involvement or parent engagement is conceding that one group of 
  
29 
people is waiting for another group of people to take action.  Epstein (2011) embraces 
partnerships between educators, families, and communities.  A partnership implies that 
these stakeholder groups will be working together to develop effective parent 
engagement practices (Epstein, 2011).  
One way parents prefer to develop the connection to school is through a personal 
invitation (Halsey, 2005).  This differs from teachers, who prefer to send mass emails or 
flyers home with the students (Halsey, 2005).  The lack of understanding of 
communication preferences increases the frustration of parent/school relationships 
(Halsey, 2005).  Cotton and Wikelaud (2001) further confirm that low-income parents 
often have a hard time understanding the accepted forms of communication, and thus 
tend to feel unwelcome in the school setting.  Machen, Wilson, and Notar (2005) noted 
that proactive communication on the part of the school positively influenced parents’ 
connection to school and increased the amount they volunteered at school.  
To further develop effective communication between schools and parents, Epstein 
(2011) created the Spheres of Influence model (see Figure 2).  The three spheres are 
labeled with school, family, and community partnerships, with the student being the 
focus at the center. 
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(Epstein, 2011, p. 32) 
Figure 2. Epstein’s overlapping spheres of influence. 
 
Creating a balance between the three spheres occurs when schools, parents, and 
teachers work collaboratively to achieve improvement (Epstein, 2011).  When 
communication and collaboration are emphasized more by one group, the spheres will 
not be perfectly centered.  When this occurs, frequently it is the parents’ voice that is not 
heard by the teachers or schools (Epstein, 2011).  
Henderson et al. (2007) concluded that the relationships between parents and 
teachers must be genuine and include opportunities for parents to be involved in decision-
making when school programs are involved.  The authors further explained that when 
there is a genuine relationship between teachers and parents, students are more likely to 
be involved in school, stay in school, and exhibit better behavior.  The genuine 
relationships are formed through open communication and trust.  
Parent engagement and student achievement.  Many leading educational 
researchers have identified positive effects on students achievement when parents are 
engaged with their children’s education (Epstein, 2011; Gonzalez-DeHass et al., 2005; 
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Henderson et al., 2007; Lawson & Alameda-Lawson, 2012).  Cotton and Wikelaud 
(2001) identified that even passive forms of parent engagement, such as signing forms, 
setting positive examples of studying, or reading at home had the potential to positively 
influence student achievement.  The researchers further concluded that the more active 
parents are with their child’s education, the greater positive effect will occur with their 
child’s educational achievement (Cotton & Wikelaud, 2001).  
Fan and Chen (2001) used a meta-analysis research study to determine the 
differing effects that specific parent engagement strategies have on student achievement. 
They concluded that parent supervision of homework had a low influence on student 
achievement, while parents sharing their aspirations and expectations for their children’s 
education had a strong influence on students’ academic achievement. 
Parent engagement in student learning, in both the home and school settings, 
provides essential supports for improved academic and social outcomes for children 
(Constantino, 2003; Fan & Chen, 2001).  Specifically, parent support of student learning 
has been associated with improved student attitudes towards school, increased school 
attendance, increased desire to learn, higher assessment scores, and increased self-esteem 
(Gonzalez-DeHass et al., 2005).  Educational research studies have demonstrated 
improved student outcomes when families are actively involved in their children’s 
education (Constantino, 2003; Gonzalez-DeHass et al., 2005).  Research studies have 
also documented when students have better attendance in schools, they perform better on 
standardized achievement assessments (Sheldon, 2007).  Sheldon (2007) completed a 
study that demonstrated improvements in student attendance at schools that implemented 
a comprehensive school, family, and community partnership when compared with 
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schools that did not implement a collaborative partnership.  The community 
partnerships were designed to bring together all stakeholders to create and implement 
school involvement activities (Sheldon, 2007).  In his study, student attendance improved 
0.5% in schools with collaborative partnerships, and in schools without such school, 
family, and community partnerships, student attendance declined during the follow-up 
year (Sheldon, 2007).  
Tan and Goldberg (2009) researched parent involvement with regard to children’s 
grades and adaptation to school while separating out fathers, mothers, boys, and girls.  
These researchers determined that mothers and fathers have unique influences upon 
children’s interests and achievements in school settings (Tan & Goldberg, 2009).  An 
overall finding of this study concluded that both fathers’ and mothers’ educational 
activities in the home settings positively impacted the students’ enjoyment of school.  
They also concluded that direct involvement in school settings by both fathers and 
mothers was not necessarily a positive experience for the students.  When the parents 
expressed the opinion that their child did not need help in school, the interaction at school 
resulted in a lower level of student enjoyment (Tan & Goldberg, 2009).  Another 
conclusion drawn from their study was that students with at least one actively involved 
parent in their education exhibited less school anxiety when compared to students with 
both parents involved only a limited amount in the schools (Tan & Goldberg, 2009).  
The effects of parent engagement also depend on the quality of parent/teacher 
interactions.  It is not enough for parents and teachers to increase the number of 
interactions to improve student motivation; these engagements must also focus on quality 
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ways to improved students’ educational experiences and not just their misbehavior 
(Gonzalez-DeHass et al., 2005). 
Parent engagement in middle and high schools.  The majority of research that 
addresses parent engagement is conducted at the elementary school level.  Machen et al. 
(2005) concluded that parents begin to lose their connections to school during the middle 
school years, which tends to be a critical period of development for students.  While there 
is limited research addressing the middle and high school levels, the research that does 
exist demonstrates that parent engagement at these levels does have positive effects on 
students and their academic achievement (Cotton & Wikelaud, 2001). 
Epstein (2011) concluded that as students grow, the relationship between their 
family and their school changes with their developmental age.  In elementary school, 
classes are more like families, while at middle and high schools, classes are based on 
more impersonal relationships (Epstein, 2011).  These impersonal relationships are 
designed to support students with becoming more independent and preparing the students 
for their own adult lives (Epstein, 2011).  Epstein further emphasizes that it is during the 
middle and high school years in which families and schools need to maintain an effective 
parent-student relationship to support the growth and development of the student 
(Epstein, 2011).   
One struggle parents have reported when their children attend middle and high 
school is maintaining effective communication with teachers (Halsey, 2005).  In 
elementary school, parents reported it was easier to communicate with one teacher, but 
once students started having multiple teachers, communication became a challenge 
(Halsey, 2005).  This communication difficulty has led parents to allow students to 
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become more independent with their schooling and communicate less about what is 
happening in school than their parents (Constantino, 2003).  Halsey (2005) concluded 
that these communication struggles lead to the steady drop of parental involvement at the 
middle and high school levels.  
Other factors at the middle and high school levels that effect parental engagement 
include the curriculum is more advanced and complex, parents are more likely to work 
outside of the home when students are in middle and high school, and students are 
beginning to become more independent and start to separate from their parents (Cotton & 
Wikelaud, 2001).  These factors require that parent engagement activities look different 
than the engagement activities implemented at the elementary level.  Parents at this 
educational level need to focus on exploring and making postsecondary plans, develop 
school-parent agreements for achievement and behavior improvements, and monitor 
homework and studying (Cotton & Wikelaud, 2001). 
Jeynes (2007) completed a meta-analysis of 52 studies that focused on secondary 
urban students and concluded that parent involvement had a significant impact for all 
students, both minority and white secondary students.  School, family, and community 
collaboration has resulted in increased student achievement and attendance, improved 
student behavior, and an improvement in school climate (Sanders, 2008).  For secondary 
students, benefits of increased parent involvement include increased academic 
achievement in reading and math, better attendance, and fewer behavior problems 
(Epstein, 2008).  Despite the benefits, parent involvement in secondary schools declines 
(DePlanty et al., 2007).  Parents have identified poor communication between teachers 
and parents and a lack of awareness of school and community resources as barriers to 
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effective parent engagement in a rural secondary school settings (Griffin & Galassi, 
2010). 
Parent engagement at the elementary school.  As early as the 1980s, 
researchers have determined that elementary schools have powerful connections with 
parents (Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, & Brissie, 1987).  Sheridan, Knoche, Kupzyk, 
Edwards, and Marvin (2011) further emphasized that the two most powerful influences 
on children are school and home.  Families are especially important since they are 
lifelong resources for each student (Sheridan et al., 2011).  Epstein (2011) found that an 
overwhelmingly percentage of parents in her study (90%) agreed that elementary schools 
were well run.  
Even with positive attitudes, parents of students in the elementary school reported 
they felt they could help their children more at home (Epstein, 2011).  These parents 
reported that if teachers would show them how to support their children with specific 
activities, they could engagement students in more learning opportunities at home 
(Epstein, 2011).  Sheridan et al. (2011) concluded that active and meaningful parent 
participation in linguistic and literacy-based skills will support that child developing into 
a school-ready and successful elementary student.   
Parent Teacher Organizations (PTOs) are powerful parent groups that can support 
effective parent engagement activities within an elementary school (Posey-Maddox, 
2013).  Posey-Maddox (2013) found that PTOs are able to provide greater visibility to 
parent engagement activities for teachers and school administrators.  Schools will lean on 
PTOs for financial and human resources (Posey-Maddox, 2013).  PTOs can also support 
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advertising school activities and provide ways for teachers and administrators to 
connect to parents (Posey-Maddox, 2013).  
Barriers to parent engagement.  Research supports parent engagement in school 
systems as ways to increase student achievement (Englund et al., 2004).  With that being 
said, school districts still face multiple challenges to provide effective engagement 
opportunities for parents.  These barriers include, communication style differences, 
school environment, and current life contexts (Englund et al., 2004).  Experiencing these 
barriers creates a culture of mistrust within the school system (Englund et al., 2004). 
Communication is one of the largest factors that affect parent engagement both 
positively and negatively (Halsey, 2005).  Parents often receive mass mailings and 
communication from the school district that do not provide a personal picture of what is 
needed at the school (Halsey, 2005).  Mass mailings are often connected to all students in 
general, instead of their own child.  Parents seek the personal connection that describes 
what is needed for their children, not all children in general (Halsey, 2005).  
Another barrier is the environment of the school district.  Eidahl (2013) described 
the welcoming atmosphere of schools changing in the light of increased school shootings 
and violence.  Schools no longer have open doors in which parents can walk to their 
child’s classroom whenever they would like.  School district’s doors are locked and 
parents need to be buzzed into the school.  This is intimidating to some parents.  Some 
choose to not enter the school instead of trying to get through the new security systems.  
Henderson and Mapp (2002) also identified an environmental challenge; when teachers 
do not trust each other, the lack of trust is also passed to parents and is felt within the 
school atmosphere (Henderson & Mapp, 2002).  
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Life contexts influence the ability for parents to be successfully engaged within 
a school system.  Fan and Chen (2001) reported that parents’ lower income and lower 
educational levels will hinder their ability to become involved in their child’s education.  
Many families experience added stress due to unemployment or underemployment and 
this causes the families’ focus to be on day-to-day survival and not on engagement with 
the school (Englund et al., 2004).  Families focused on day-to-day living often move 
from place to place, thus causing students to move from school to school.  Such 
movement creates a feeling of instability for parents and families that does not encourage 
effective parent engagement activities with their local school (Englund et al., 2004).  
Hornby and Lafaele (2011) further defined negative life contexts that influence parent 
engagement as single parent families, parents who did not complete high school, or 
parents who had negative school experiences themselves.  Many parents who experience 
such life events report that they feel like they do not belong in the school environment 
and as a result do not participate with own children’s education (Hornby & Lafaele, 
2011).  
Stakeholders Perceptions of Parent Engagement 
Administrators’ perceptions of parent engagement.  School administrators 
need to provide an overall atmosphere in which parent engagement is embraced by all 
stakeholders (Richardson, 2009).  Administrators also need to create and support 
educational programs and effective communication strategies that encourage parent 
engagement.  Beyond expanding the opportunities for the parents involved in the school, 
it is the role of administrators to support the parents not engaged in their child’s 
education (Richardson, 2009).  Through the interviews and research Richardson 
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completed (2009), administrators embraced their role in supporting parent 
involvement, but did not embrace parents becoming involved with decision making 
(hiring new staff, financial decisions, or evaluations).   
Flynn and Nolan (2008) surveyed 144 principals at the elementary, middle, and 
high school levels.  The survey results indicated that elementary principals feel they have 
the highest parent involvement rate (59%), middle school with second highest rate (52%), 
and high school with the lowest percentage of parent participation rate (36%) (Flynn & 
Nolan, 2008).  Flynn and Nolan (2008) further noted that the principals felt parents do 
not participate in the school due to being overwhelmed with their day-to-day 
responsibilities, not understanding how important engagement with the school is, and 
parents having preexisting negative feelings towards school.  The principals in this study 
also reported that new teachers do not come with the skills to effectively involve parents 
in their students’ education, many teachers do not engage parents because they feel 
threatened by them, and many teachers lack confidence to develop a parent/school 
relationship (Flynn & Nolan, 2008).  
Principals’ perceptions of the effectiveness of a teacher includes the teacher’s 
effectiveness with engaging parents (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 1987).  Hoover-Dempsey et 
al. (1987) found that principals rated teachers as more effective when they had more 
connection with their students’ parents.  Their findings also concluded that the principal 
is vitally important in supporting teachers to improve and increase the teacher and parent 
relationship (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 1987).  
Koross, Ngware, and Sang (2008) examined parent engagement in Africa with a 
focus on financial management in secondary schools.  Their findings suggest that 
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families are involved in the financial decisions of most secondary schools, which is 
seen positively by the school leaders (Koross et al., 2008).  From their study, Koross et 
al. concluded that school leaders feel parent involvement in school systems increases the 
transparency of the school.  While Koross et al. focused their research on financial 
aspects of a secondary school, they demonstrated that parent involvement is positively 
received by school leaders.  The authors concluded that increased parent involvement in 
all school activities will increase the transparency of the school, promote positive 
relationships with the school leadership, and lead to effective teaching and most likely 
increased student achievement (Koross et al., 2008). 
School leaders and parent relationships are based on trust.  When school leaders 
collaborate with parents, they report a greater amount of trust between them (Gordan & 
Louis, 2009).  Gordan and Louis (2009) further concluded that when trust increases 
between administrators and parents, there are more opportunities for parents to contribute 
to school decision-making processes, leading to an increased ownership of student 
education by both administrators and parents.  On the flip side, administrators often feel 
that low levels of parental involvement in their child’s education are due to the parents’ 
lack of interest in their education (Gordan & Louis, 2009).  The principals further 
indicated they were responsible for bringing parents into the school and increasing their 
overall involvement in their child’s education.  Gordan and Louis further hypothesized 
that parents and community members tend to become more involved with schools that are 
under-performing and tend not to be involved with high-performing schools.  From their 
interviews with administrators, principals that are part of high-performing schools did not 
  
40 
want to encourage outside influences to change the educational practices of the 
teachers and schools (Gordan & Louis, 2009).   
School principals’ parental expectations positively influence teachers’ and school 
counselors’ roles in parent engagement (Aydin, Bryan, & Duys, 2012).  Principals 
frequently report that lack of parent involvement negatively impacts the school’s efforts 
to increase student achievement (Olmstead, 2013).  Olmstead (2013) believes it is the 
principal’s role to support better teacher-parent communication and parent engagement.  
Through effective modeling of communication (i.e., emails and updating the school’s 
website), principals can demonstrate the importance of engaging parents in the school 
system. 
Anderson and Macri (2009) examined administrators’ perceptions of student 
learning in four schools in Ontario.  Through interviews with 14 administrators, 
Anderson and Macri (2009) concluded that administrators understood the importance of 
parent involvement and were receptive to the variety of family backgrounds.  The 
administrators further acknowledged that they need to be open to new communication 
systems and home-school partnerships to encourage as much parent participation as 
possible (Anderson & Macri, 2009).  The administrators indicated it is their responsibility 
to strengthen communication and relationships with parents (Anderson & Macri, 2009).  
Teacher’s perceptions of parent engagement.  Bakker, Denessen, and Brus-
Laeven (2007) surveyed 218 parents and 60 teachers to determine the relationship 
between teacher perceptions of parent involvement and student achievement and level of 
parental education.  These researchers found that teachers’ perceptions of parents were 
likely stereotyped by the level of education of the students’ parents (Bakker et al., 2007).  
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They further concluded that these stereotypes affect the level of student achievement 
(Bakker et al., 2007). 
Park (2003) reported that one of the largest reported discrepancies between 
teachers who teach at high poverty schools and teachers who teach at low poverty schools 
is the perceptions of parent involvement.  In low poverty schools, 36% of the teachers 
reported parent involvement is a moderate or serious problem, while in high poverty 
schools only 15% of the teachers indicated that parent involvement is a moderate or 
serious problem (Park, 2003).   
Teachers often hesitate to involve parents in their students’ education (Hoover-
Dempsey et al., 1987).  They report that they fear parents will blame them for their 
child’s problems or even question the teacher’s professional competence (Hoover-
Dempsey et al., 1987).  Hughes, Gleason, and Zhang (2005) found that teachers rated 
their students as less competent when they perceived differences in values with the 
students’ parents.  The researchers further concluded that teachers’ perceptions were 
influenced when they believed there were differences in educational-related values.  A 
teacher’s comfort level (shared educational goals and ease of communication) indicated 
higher student expectations than did the perception of the parent’s level of school 
involvement (Hughes et al., 2005).  Educational implications for this study include 
purposefully developing a relationship with parents of students who are at risk for 
academic failure (Hughes et al., 2005).   
Miller, Kuykendall, and Thomas (2013) completed research utilizing the School 
Community Survey (SCS).  From this survey, the authors found that when teachers are 
more knowledgeable with the school community, they are more comfortable with parent 
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involvement and have higher expectations for student performance (Miller et al., 
2013).  Teachers with more experience teaching advanced grades exhibited significantly 
lower perceptions of parent and community involvement.  Miller et al. (2013) further 
found that when students exhibited literacy proficiency, teachers demonstrated an 
increase in positive perceptions of academic development and teacher-parent 
associations, yet teachers’ perceptions of parent involvement are significantly lower with 
schools that educate more economically disadvantaged students.  Patel and Stevens 
(2010) examined differences in teachers’, parents’, and students’ perceptions in two 
urban school districts that affected parental involvement with its stakeholders.  They 
concluded that when there is a greater discrepancy in perceptions between parents and 
teachers, there tended to be less parent involvement within the school and classroom 
(Patel & Stevens, 2010).  
Zygmunt-Fillwalk (2006) researched the effects that a preservice teacher course 
would have on the comfortable level of teachers regarding working directly with parents.  
She further concluded that teacher education programs often lack the focus of developing 
parent/teacher partnerships (Zygmunt-Fillwalk, 2006).  For the few programs that do 
include educational coursework that specifically focuses on parent/teacher partnerships, 
there have been positive results.  Results from the survey after the 16-week class, 
indicated there was significant growth in attitudes towards families, perceived feasibility 
of implementing parent engagement programs, and improved perceptions of being 
prepared to successfully create home/school partnerships (Zygmunt-Fillwalk, 2006).  
Dr. Isa Korkmaz (2007), surveyed 148 teachers to determine what their 
perceptions of the role of parents with regard to education were.  Dr. Korkmaz’s survey 
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consisted of an open-ended question in which he asked how parents should support 
their child’s education (Korkmaz, 2007).  All the teachers who responded stated the 
number one way for parents to support education is by showing love, respect, and care 
for their children.  Sixty-one percent of the respondents reported that parents should 
develop good communication with teachers (Korkmaz, 2007).  Teachers who responded 
that parents had positive communication practices with the school also indicated that 
parents should attend school meetings.  Other ways the teachers reported parents should 
be involved in their children’s’ education included: taking responsibility for their 
education, providing a positive atmosphere at home, becoming aware of the child’s 
school activities, becoming a role model for their child, and taking the time to get to 
know their child’s capacity and interests (Korkmaz, 2007). 
Stormont, Herman, Reinke, David, and Goel (2013) researched teachers’ 
perceptions of patterns of parent involvement.  The researchers were particularly 
interested in the comfort and contact levels of the parent/teacher relationship.  Comfort 
levels were characterized by parents reporting that their concerns and goals were listened 
to by their child’s teacher (Stormont et al., 2013).  The three categories the researchers 
found for parent/teacher relationships included: low contact/high comfort (71%), low 
contact/low comfort (11%), and high contact/high comfort (18%) (Stormont et al., 2013).  
Teachers reported low comfort levels with families when the student exhibited more 
disruptive behaviors or reported more family problems or overall lower achievement for 
reading and math (Stormont et al., 2013).  The authors summarized that when there are 
more social and academic barriers to overcome, the classroom teacher feels more 
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uncomfortable with their communication and relationship with the family (Stormont et 
al., 2013).  
Parent’s perceptions of parent engagement.  According to Anderson and 
Minke (2007), evidence shows that parents and teachers define parent involvement 
differently.  When parents were asked what defined parent involvement, their definition 
was more community based and included activities such as transporting students to and 
from school, whereas teachers defined parent involvement activities as ones in which 
parents were at the school (Anderson & Minke, 2007).  
Parent and educator perceptions on educational opportunities designed to improve 
the home school connection also differ.  Tveit (2009) found that parents perceived a 
parenting seminar as an attack on their own parenting skills.  This perception explains the 
low turnout of parents for seminars designed by school systems to help improve parents’ 
connections to the school.  Parents do report that they have a voice that should be heard 
to describe what they need to effectively support their son or daughter with their 
education (Tveit, 2009).  Parents want schools to ask what they need, help uncover 
problems and solutions in collaboration with the school, and have an open dialogue that 
is individualized to the student and family (Tveit, 2009).  
Barge and Loges (2003) reported differences in perceptions of parent engagement 
between students, teachers, and parents in their research study.  They utilized focus 
groups to determine the differences in perceptions of parent engagement.  Their results 
indicate that parents saw their role for parent engagement as providing motivation and 
encouragement to their children.  The students reported that their parents’ involvement in 
education was to provide rewards and consequences for their behavior and academic 
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achievement.  Teachers offered a third view of effective parent engagement by 
reporting that effective parent engagement occurred when they were supporting the 
teacher’s disciplinary actions within the classroom (Barge & Loges, 2003). 
In 2007, DePlanty et al. completed research with students, parents, teachers, and 
the principal that included surveys, interviews, and focus groups.  Their results indicated 
that all participants believe parent engagement in academics at home provided more 
support for student achievement than parent engagement in the school setting.  While 
participants agreed on what parent engagement activities were most important (helping 
with homework, reviewing school planner, and having a set time for school work), they 
did not agree on the frequency that parents exhibited these behaviors.  Teachers and 
students reported that parents participated in home engagement activities less than the 
parents themselves indicated they participated in (DePlanty et al., 2007).  The researchers 
indicated that increased communication as to what academic assistance and support at 
home would look like would help alleviate this discrepancy (DePlanty et al., 2007). 
Rituals are embraced by children as they are growing up to help establish learning 
behaviors, foster a sense of belonging, encourage high self-esteem, and promote 
satisfaction within their lives (Gruber & McNinch, 1993).  These rituals were 
predominately associated with family identity, but have recently been part of the 
educational system due to the increase in dysfunctional families (Gruber & McNinch, 
1993).  Gruber and McNinch (1993) investigated whether the perceptions of parents in 
response to these rituals were more favorable to family-based or school-based ritual 
development.  The respondents firmly believe that families are responsible for the social 
and emotional development of their children.  The perceptions that the parents in Gruber 
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and McNinch’s research study hold onto are that school personnel are to support the 
academic growth and development of children.  Parents believe that interventions to 
support children’s social and emotional growth must occur in the home with the focus 
being family (Gruber & McNinch, 1993).  Missing from these descriptions is the 
collaboration and effective communication between parents and teachers.   
Parents’ perceptions about their role in their child’s education affect their 
involvement in schools (Bartel, 2010).  In Bartel’s (2010) study, parents at a Title I 
school reported they were confident with their ability to help support their child’s 
homework, but less confident with their ability to effectively communicate about school 
with their children.  Bartel (201) felt this was due to the parents’ lack of confidence with 
supporting education.  Overall, the parents in this study reported they did not have the 
time or energy to support their child’s education, but they did have the knowledge base 
(Bartel, 2010).  
Musti-Rao and Cartledge (2004) completed a case study in which they compared 
the perspectives of both the teacher and the parent with regard to the students’ current 
educational achievement.  From the two in-depth comparisons of students, the 
researchers determined that communication is one of the greatest difficulties for both 
parents and teachers.  Through side-by-side comparisons of the parents’ and teachers’ 
descriptions of the student, it can be seen that the knowledge of each other’s perspective 
is missing (Musti-Rao & Cartledge, 2004).  For example, one parent felt the school only 
wanted her to read to her son to help him get better, whereas from the teacher’s 
perspective, the parent would not read to her son and the mother was not even 
acknowledging the bigger concern of written expression (Musti-Rao & Cartledge, 2004).  
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In reality, the parent was working long hours in the service industry and did not have 
full knowledge of how to read to her son.  Also, the school had not provided the family 
information about his level of written expression nor about strategies to try at home to 
support his academic achievement (Musti-Rao & Cartledge, 2004). In this case, both the 
parent and teacher failed to communicate essential pieces of information that provided a 
detailed description of what the situation was.  Musti-Rao and Cartledge (2004) 
concluded that it is essential for parents and teachers to work collaboratively, before their 
perceptions are off from reality.  
Parents’ perceptions of family-school engagement also influence student attitudes 
towards school, school placement decisions, and how and how often parents engage with 
the school (Schueler, Capotosto, Bahena, McIntyre, & Gehlbach, 2014).  Students’ 
perceptions are influenced by parents’ perceptions of school climate, which may have an 
effect on student achievement.  Schueler et al. (2014) also encourage educators to 
remember that parent perceptions of school climate will change over time.  Parent 
perceptions of school climate can be malleable depending on the situation and activities 
that are occurring (Schueler et al., 2014), which provides teachers the opportunity to 
adjust and adapt their school climate to focus on constructive parent engagement 
activities.  
Wanat (2010) completed a case study that included 20 families from one school 
district.  Through a series of structured interviews, parents reported that teachers’ 
attitudes could discourage them from being involved in their child’s education.  The 
parents further described how they felt judged by teachers because of their educational 
level, career choices, or personal habits (Wanat, 2010).  The 20 parents who participated 
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in this case study were grouped into satisfied and dissatisfied parents.  The satisfied 
parents volunteered at school, reported frequent communication with teachers, and had a 
positive sense of collaboration between home and school.  Dissatisfied parents reported 
focusing on parenting and helping their children in the home (Wanat, 2010).  Wanat 
(2010) reported that the satisfied parents did not talk about the supports in the home for 
their students.  Another noted difference, according to Wanat, was that dissatisfied 
parents reported they only came to school to communicate with the teachers when they 
were upset about something specific, while satisfied parents talked to the teachers about 
their students’ progress when they were there to volunteer.  Wanat concluded that 
communication between parents and schools needs to be more welcoming and systematic 
to include all parents.  
Yoder and Lopez (2013) reported similar findings.  In their research, the greatest 
difficulty for parents to participate in engagement activities was their feeling of being 
marginalized.  Parents’ low-income status caused them to perceive that they were being 
alienated from educational opportunities (Yoder & Lopez, 2013).  Other factors that 
made it difficult for them to participate in parent engagement activities were easier for 
them to overcome.  The families would rely on the neighbors and community for support 
with accessing the educational information they needed to, for example, access to a 
computer to check school communication or babysitting services while attending a school 
meeting (Yoder & Lopez, 2013).  When parents reported they felt fear, guilt, or shame 
because of their low-socioeconomic status, they did not find ways around their challenges 
to be engaged with their children’s school (Yoder & Lopez, 2013).  
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Summary: Merging Literature Streams 
When school districts develop strong community and parent partnerships, they 
can overcome many of the challenges (financial hardships, changes in traditional societal 
roles, communication struggles, and growing diversity of family structures) that 
educators face today (Constantino, 2003; Henderson et al., 2007).  Research has shown 
that low-income parents are often underrepresented or missing from parent engagement 
activities within a school setting (Cotton & Wikelaud, 2001).  For teachers to develop 
effective parent engagement practices, in rural Title I school districts, they often have 
difficulty overcoming their ability to reach out to parents due to lack of time as well as a 
lack of knowledge with how to reach out and engage parents (Witte & Sheridan, 2011).  
Researchers have concluded there is a continued need for research studies to focus 
on parental engagement in schools serving low-income communities (Whitaker & 
Hoover-Dempsey, 2013).  With the continued achievement gap between high-income and 
low-income students, it is important to examine ways to improve parental engagement 
with hard-to-reach parents (Whitaker & Hoover-Dempsey, 2013).  It is also essential to 
continue to research the connection with parental involvement in school settings and its 
impact on students’ educational motivation (Gonzalez-DeHass et al., 2005). 
This research study will bridge the gap of perceptions of effective parent 
engagement activities in a rural Title I school district for administrators, teachers, and 
parents.  The range of perceptions from these stakeholders are compared, and the study 
provides a comprehensive overview of effective parent engagement strategies as well as a 
description of the concerns and struggles the school district often faces.   
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
The goal of this research was to understand parents’, teachers’, and 
administrators’ perceptions of effective engagement activities in a rural Title I school 
district in Central Pennsylvania.  The following research questions guided this study: 
1. What do parents, teachers, and administrators identify as characteristics of a rural 
school district that help or hinder parent engagement? 
2. How do the perceptions of parent engagement activities compare among parents, 
teachers, and administrators?  
This chapter discusses the research design and rationale utilized, as well as the role of the 
researcher.  After a description of the site and population, the chapter explains the 
procedures for data collection and analysis.  Chapter 3 concludes with a review of the 
ethical considerations for this research study.  
Research Design and Rationale  
Instrumental case studies provide insight into a particular topic with the actual 
case only providing secondary support to the research (Baxter & Jack, 2008).  An 
instrumental case study qualitative research design was utilized to provide a comparison 
of the perceptions of parent engagement activities for parents, teachers, and 
administrators, with the case being identified as one rural Title I school district.  This 
section presents the qualitative instrumental case study research design as the optimum 
research approach to answer the guiding research questions for this study.  The rationale 
for adopting a qualitative approach with a case study structure is also outlined.  
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Qualitative research focuses on how people make meaning or sense of their 
lives and their worlds (Merriam, 2009).  This type of investigation allows researchers to 
collect data through a variety of methods and identify concepts and themes that surface 
from the collected data.  According to Johnson and Christensen (2014), qualitative 
research provides a vehicle for both wide-angle and deep-angle lenses to study a 
particular topic.  Creswell (2012) expanded on this idea by describing how qualitative 
research uncovers meanings to a central phenomenon through a variety of participant 
lenses.  Qualitative research is a vehicle to describe experiences through those who have 
lived them (Creswell, 2012).  This research structure also allows for themes and 
descriptions to emerge.  As data are collected and analyzed, these emerging structures 
will determine how the data analysis is reported (Creswell, 2012).  
To examine perceptions of parent engagement activities among educational 
stakeholder groups, a qualitative research design was utilized.  This qualitative research 
approach best supported this research due to the focus of understanding a topic in greater 
detail, the ability to gather different perspectives to provide detailed information or data 
on the given topic, and the emergence of a variety of themes and structures from the data 
that guided the reporting of the data analysis.  The topic this research examined in depth 
was the differences in perceptions of effective parent engagement activities.  A 
qualitative research approach supported the uncovering of a variety of themes and 
structures through multiple stakeholder lenses – parents, teachers, and administrators.  
The themes and concepts that emerged from the data analysis guided the way the results 
of the research were reported.  A variety of stakeholders (parents, teachers, 
  
52 
administrators) provided multiple lenses through which a deeper understanding of the 
differences in perceptions of parent engagement were uncovered.  
The specific qualitative research design used in this investigation was an 
instrumental case study.  Creswell (2012) described case study research as involving in-
depth analysis that focused on one event, program, or activity.  Merriam (2009) further 
defined that the purpose of case studies is to derive meaning and understanding of a 
structured object of study.  An instrumental case study investigates a single program or 
concern that is highlighted within one system (Creswell, 2012; Merriam, 2009).  Case 
studies are bounded systems in which one unit is examined in depth and provides data 
that are not readily available in other sources (Creswell, 2012; Merriam, 2009).  Baxter 
and Jack (2008) further described qualitative case studies as vehicles by which to explore 
a topic through a variety of lenses.  This allowed for a variety of data sources to provide a 
complete picture of the topic being studied.  
An instrumental case study approach was the best qualitative research approach 
for this study because it allowed for the overall focus of the study to center on one topic 
with the case taking a supporting role.  This research structure also allowed for a variety 
of data sources to be utilized to provide a complete picture of the topic.  The case defined 
by this research is one rural Title I school district in Central Pennsylvania.  This 
qualitative research approach allowed for flexibility to analyze data at both district and 
building levels.  The instrumental case study format permitted an in-depth analysis of 
perceptions of parent engagement through a variety of data collection methods, 
observations, interviews, and focus groups, to provide a complete picture of the 
differences in perceptions of effective parent engagement activities.   
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Researchers have concluded there is a continued need for research studies to 
focus on parental engagement in schools serving low-income, rural communities 
(Whitaker & Hoover-Dempsey, 2013).  Utilizing the instrumental case study qualitative 
research format provided the opportunity to look at the differences or similarities in 
perceptions within a bounded research format and allowed a rich narrative to emerge that 
connected themes and addressed the research questions.  
Role of Researcher 
Introduction 
The primary role of a qualitative researcher is to identify and connect themes and 
concepts that emerge through the data collected.  Researchers have strong beliefs, values, 
and commitments, which may influence their research studies (Luttrell, 2010).  It is the 
responsibility of the researcher to understand their own biases and how these will affect 
the research they are conducting.  Merriam (2009) identified the role of a qualitative 
researcher is to provide the narrative the data are telling.  This section describes the role 
of the researcher within this study.  
Role of Researcher  
As the primary researcher, my role was to collect the data and tell the stories of 
the principals, teachers, and parents involved in my study.  As with all researchers, I am 
human and thus have my own values (Banks, 1998; Luttrell, 2010).  It is important 
researchers identify their subjectivity throughout the research process (Peshkin, 1988).  A 
researcher’s subjectivities can potentially influence the way data are analyzed.  
Subjectivities can be identified through the monitoring of a researcher’s feelings and 
emotions (Peshkin, 1988).  As the primary researcher, I continually monitored my 
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feelings and actions to determine when I had a strong positive or negative response.  
Journaling helped me record my biases, triggers, and blind spots.  When strong responses 
occurred, I took a step back and determined if this was a natural reaction to the research 
or if it was a reaction beyond the scope of the study (Peshkin, 1988).  Once my 
subjectivity was identified, I questioned why I was having these opinions and took the 
necessary steps to minimize their impact on the research.  Journaling provided an outlet 
for me to organize and analyze my response to gathering data.  
Throughout this study, I continually revisited my own values to determine how 
they were influencing my research.  From Banks’s (1998) types of cross-cultural 
researchers, I would be considered an external-outsider.  Banks (1998) described an 
external-outsider as someone who has a partial understanding of the community they are 
researching.  While I live and work in a similar setting as the site of my study, I did not 
have a complete understanding of the community and school district in which this 
research occurred.  I did have to compare my own values and prejudices, through my 
journaling, with what I studied to minimize my misunderstandings and 
misinterpretations. 
As a Special Education Supervisor with the local Intermediate Unit, I have 
worked with some of this district’s teachers, administrators, and families with a focus on 
special education services.  When I work with this school district, it has always been at 
the request of the team members in a collaborative way and not in an evaluative manner.  
I have not been involved in any formal evaluation of teachers, administrators, or students, 
nor have I been involved with this district through a request of a state or disciplinary 
hearing.  My familiarity allowed me to comfortably complete my research without 
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heightening uncomfortable feelings among participants.  Since I am a familiar face, 
participants were willing to share their perspectives and ideas with me.  To alleviate any 
fears that I judged or evaluated their responses, I reminded all participants that I have no 
evaluative or administrative role within the district.  All participants were told that I am 
there as the researcher and doctoral candidate at Drexel University.  Their responses will 
not be used to influence any current services being provided by the district nor will they 
be used to change any educational service the students receive.   
One of my roles as a Special Education Supervisor is to ensure that parents are 
actively engaged in their sons’ or daughters’ education.  This responsibility has given me 
a vested interest in studying the perceptions of parent involvement in rural Title I schools.  
While I am focused on providing effective parent engagement activities as a whole, I do 
not have any influence or provide any input into the parent engagement activities for this 
school district.  I understand that knowing and understanding the themes of similarities 
and differences in perspectives between school employees and parents provided all 
groups a better understanding of each other and possible future directions for the schools 
to improve parent engagement.  
Site and Population 
Introduction 
This section provides an in-depth discussion of both the site of the research study 
and of the targeted participants.  An overview of what is considered a rural school district 
and a description of the proposed site begins this section.  The second segment discusses 
access to the site.  The last part of this section provides an overview of the targeted 
population of this research study.  
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Site description 
According to the Center for Rural Pennsylvania, rural school districts are defined 
as districts that have less than 284 people per square mile.  In the 2008-2009 school year, 
over 458,300 Pennsylvania students, or 26% of students, attended a rural school in 235 
different school districts (The Center for Rural Pennsylvania, 2014).  Currently, 199 rural 
school districts are members of the Pennsylvania Association of Rural and Small Schools 
(PARSS).  
The Ville, a Central Pennsylvania rural school district, the targeted site of my 
research study, is a member of PARSS.  Currently, the district has approximately 1,100 
students in grades K-12 and covers an approximate physical geographical area of 115 
square miles.  The district itself has three schools: one smaller elementary school (Maple) 
that houses grades K-4, a second larger elementary school (Elm) that has grades K-6, and 
a Junior/Senior high school (Oak) that has all the students in grades 7-12 (see Table 1).  
Approximately 50% of the student population is economically disadvantaged.  Teachers 
within the district often serve multiple roles for students.  For example, in 2013-2014, the 
elementary librarian was also the elementary gifted teacher.  
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Table 1 
The Ville School District, School Demographics (2013-2014) 
 Maple 
Elementary 
Elm 
Elementary  
Oak Jr/Sr 
High School 
Grades K-4 K-6 7-12 
Students 83 485 537 
% of Students Economically Disadvantaged 50.6% 51.9% 44.69% 
Number of Teachers * 13 39 43 
Student Performance Profile  
(SPP – Academic Score) 
87.6 80.5 70.9 
*Several teachers work in multiple buildings and in multiple roles.  
 
 
 
This district was chosen as the site of this study for its rural school setting and 
Title I participation.  The district’s county median family income is over $10,000 less 
than the family income in both Pennsylvania and the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2015).  While the population of the county has a rate of high school graduation similar to 
both Pennsylvania and the United States (87%), it has a significantly lower percentage of 
population that holds bachelor or other college degrees (13.5%).  Table 2 provides a 
comparison of Ville County income and education statistics with the state and nation. 
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Table 2  
The Ville County Data (2009-2013 Data) 
 The Ville County Pennsylvania United States 
Median Household Income $41,030 $52,548 $53,046 
% of Persons in Poverty 16.5% 13.7% 14.5% 
Population per Square Mile 71.3 283.9 87.4 
% High School Graduates 87.0% 88.7% 86.0% 
% Bachelor degrees or higher 13.5% 27.5% 28.8% 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2015)  
 
 
 
The teachers within the district are 100% highly qualified with an average of 13 
years of experience, and an average of 11 years of experience within this district 
(Pennsylvania School Performance Profile [PSPP], 2015).  There is a very low teacher 
turnover rate, with only two teachers leaving (approximately 2% of the teaching staff) the 
school at the end of the 2014-2015 school year.  According to the district superintendent, 
approximately 70% of the employees of the district live within the school district’s 
boundaries.  
The student population of this district is not ethnically diverse.  Table 3 displays 
the student demographic data for The Ville.  Close to half the student population is 
economically disadvantaged and approximately 17% of the student body receives special 
education services (PSPP, 2015).  The student population has been declining over the last 
several years.  For the 2015-2016 school year, the district will move two teachers from 
kindergarten teaching positions to fifth and sixth grade teaching positions due to 
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declining enrollment.  The district superintendent and school board are beginning 
discussions about the possibility of closing Maple Elementary School.  
 
Table 3  
Student Demographic Data for The Ville (PSPP 2013-2014) 
Category Percent of Population 
Number of Students 1105 students 
% White 98.91% 
% Asian, African American, Hispanic 1.08% 
Economically Disadvantaged 48.33% 
Special Education 16.56% 
Gifted Students 1.54% 
English Language Learner 0.36% 
Female Students 47.42% 
Male Students 52.58% 
 
 
The two elementary schools within this district have PTOs.  These organizations 
have a leadership structure in which parents serve as president, vice-president, secretary, 
or treasurer.  Each group holds monthly meetings and supports school projects such as 
providing and maintaining playground equipment, providing class trips and school 
assemblies, and providing classroom supplies.  Both PTOs have goals of supporting both 
the students and the teachers within the school district.  This not only includes financial 
  
60 
support, but also volunteering opportunities and supporting the parent engagement 
activities the school has sponsored.  Some of the activities in which the PTOs have 
partnered with the teachers at The Ville School District include Trunk or Treat, Read 
Across America Week, holiday classroom parties, and awards ceremonies.  The PTOs at 
both elementary schools are active and work with the principals and teachers on a regular 
basis.  
The Oak Junior/Senior High School does not have an identified Parent Teacher 
Association.  Parents have become involved with the school through the district-led 
Literacy and Guidance Planning Committees.  Parents are also heavily involved through 
the sports and music booster programs.  These booster clubs participate in fundraising 
activities and provide resources (such as transportation, uniforms, or clothing) to the 
respective student organization they support.  Over the past couple of years, teachers and 
administrators have started to reach out to parents to increase their engagement within the 
school district.  Several new parent engagement activities include financial aid night and 
options for students once they graduate for high school.  The one activity in which 
parents are overwhelmingly involved during the school day is the school’s Renaissance 
Fair.  The Renaissance Fair is a culminating day of study in which seniors dress up in 
time period clothing and create a village in front of the school.  Throughout the day they 
cook, play games, and complete jobs as if they were actually in the Renaissance time 
period.  Parents provide behind-the-scenes support for the day and also help with the 
cooking and overall flow of the day. 
According to the district’s superintendent, The Ville is entering its fifth year in the 
Keystone to Opportunities Grant.  This grant was awarded to Pennsylvania school 
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districts to provide a comprehensive approach to improving all students’ literacy 
outcomes.  In the initial year, The Ville was awarded approximately $365,000.  Within 
subsequent years, The Ville has been awarded over $800,000 to support the 
comprehensive literacy program.  As part of the district’s proposal, the district identified 
a goal of fostering family and community engagement for the whole district.  This has 
started to take shape in nighttime parent trainings, community literacy events, work with 
Parent Teacher Associations to implement literacy events at school, and literacy 
newsletters.  The focus has been primarily at the elementary school level, but has started 
to make progress at the high school level in the last year (2014-2015).  One of the first 
parent-supported activities was a reading competition for the junior/senior high school 
students.  Parents supported this effort through fundraising, student recognition, and an 
evening activity that celebrated the success of all the students who participated.  
Site Access 
Access to this site was received from The Ville’s superintendent.  The 
superintendent was presented with a research abstract and presentation that summarizes 
the proposed research study.  The superintendent had the opportunity to ask any questions 
to help clarify the study, along with the expectations of the school district’s role in 
supporting the research.  Once all questions were answered, The Ville’s superintendent 
provided a letter on behalf of the school district indicating that this research study had 
been approved for their district.  
Population Description 
Purposeful homogeneous sampling was the participant sampling approach used.  
Homogeneous sampling includes a specific group of people who have similar traits or 
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characteristics (Creswell, 2012).  According to Luttrell (2010), purposeful sampling 
supports researchers with identifying the specific population samples that were studied, 
thus ensuring that the research study maintains focus.  The research study population 
included administrators and teachers from a rural school district that organize and 
implement parent engagement activities for three rural Title I schools.  The second 
population set is comprised of parents with leadership roles in the PTO or 
Literacy/Guidance Committee, as well as parents who participate in the parent 
engagement activities organized by the PTA, teachers, and district administrators. 
Participants were chosen based on their willingness to participate in the research 
and recommendations from the district superintendent, administration, and teachers.  Two 
of the schools within this district have the same principal.  For one of the schools, the 
district’s Special Education Supervisor was interviewed to provide another perspective of 
parent engagement opportunities within the district.  The Special Education Director is in 
charge of the special education and gifted services the school district provides.  This 
director is actively involved with implementing parent engagement activities across the 
district.  Teachers were chosen based on the recommendations of the administration and 
their current involvement with parent engagement activities.  Each teacher had actively 
planned and implemented a parent engagement activity within the last two school years 
to ensure they had experience with parent engagement activities.  Parents were chosen 
based on their participation within the PTO and their involvement within parent 
engagement activities.  Recommendations were also made from district administrators 
and teachers.  Collectively, I interviewed three administrators (two principals and the 
Special Education Director), three parents (presidents or another officer of the parent 
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teacher organizations and literacy and guidance planning committee), and a total of 
three teachers (recommended by administrators based on their success with engaging 
parents) (see Data Collection section). 
A second portion of my study included focus group interviews of parents who 
participated in parent engagement activities and one focus group interview of a parent 
identified as not participating in parent engagement activities.  I worked with the 
principals, guidance counselor, and school psychologist to identify potential participants 
for the focus groups.  Overall, one parent participated in the focus group for parents who 
do not attend parents engagement activities, and 22 parents participated in the focus 
groups for parents who do attend parent engagement activities.  
For the Oak Junior/Senior High School focus group, I identified 15 potential 
families to participate in the focus group interview for parents who do attend parent 
engagement activities.  Initial contact with these families was made through an email in 
which the guidance counselor was carbon copied.  Seven of the families returned emails 
and expressed interest in participating.  As the researcher, I emailed the interested 
families back and arranged an evening date and time in which they were able to 
participate.  From these families, eight total parents were involved in the high school 
focus group for parents who attend parent engagement activities.  Twelve families were 
initially identified as potential participants in the high school focus group for parents who 
do not attend parent engagement activities.  The families were also emailed as an initial 
contact.  Of the 12 families identified, seven of the email addresses the school had on 
record were not valid email addresses.  No family expressed interest from the initial 
email.  I called each family with the number identified as the contact at school records.  
  
64 
From these contacts, three families answered and stated they were not interested in 
participating.  Messages were left for the other nine families.  A follow-up call was also 
made, and no families returned the call.  
Twelve families were initially identified to participate in the focus group for 
parents who attend parent engagement activities for Elm Elementary School.  The school 
psychologist helped make initial contact with these families by email.  Nine families 
expressed interest in participating in this research study.  After the initial contact was 
made, the researcher followed up to schedule the focus group through both email and text 
messages.  During this focus group session, all nine families participated, with one family 
having both parents attend, for a total of 10 participants.  To schedule the focus group for 
parents who do not attend parent engagement activities, eight families were initially 
emailed with the support of the school psychologist.  Follow-up phone calls were made to 
all families, with three families expressing interest in participating.  When this focus 
group was initially scheduled, the school district had a two-hour early dismissal.  The 
focus group was cancelled for that afternoon and rescheduled for the following week.  At 
this focus group, one parent showed up and participated.  
Ten families were initially contacted to participate in the focus group for families 
who attend parent engagement activities for Maple Elementary.  Of the 10 families 
initially contacted by the guidance counselor and the researcher, five families expressed 
interest.  The date and time were confirmed through emails, and all five families 
participated.  For the focus groups that included parents who do not participate in parent 
engagement activities, five families were initially contacted.  All families were called to 
follow up and schedule a date and time.  Three families expressed interest in 
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participating.  The day before the focus group was to occur, one family emailed to 
cancel.  On the day of the focus group, the two other families that agreed to participate 
did not show up.  Follow-up phone calls were made to determine if they wanted to 
reschedule, and neither family answered the phone, nor did they call the researcher back.  
Research Methods 
Introduction 
Case study qualitative research promotes the use of a variety of data collection 
procedures to analyze the connection of themes found through the data (Creswell, 2012).  
Connecting these themes and concepts provides an overall comprehensive picture that 
addresses the research questions (Creswell, 2012).  The data collection methods chosen 
for this research study included interviews, focus groups, workshop evaluations, and 
observations of parent engagement activities.  Table 4 provides an overview of all the 
data collection methods utilized.  This section provides narrative details of each data 
collection method.  
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Table 4  
Data Collection Methods 
 Maple Elementary Elm Elementary Oak Jr/Sr High School 
Interviews 
with people 
who 
coordinate 
parent 
engagement 
activities 
3 Interviews 
 Principal  
 PTA President 
 Recommended 
Teacher 
3 Interviews 
 Special 
Education 
Director 
 PTA 
Representative 
 Recommended 
Teacher 
3 Interviews 
 Principal 
 Guidance 
Committee 
Participant 
 Recommended 
Teacher 
Observations 2 Parent Engagement 
Activities 
2 Parent Engagement 
Activities 
2 Parent Engagement 
Activities 
Event 
Evaluations 
Event Evaluations for 
the 2 observed activities 
Event Evaluations for the 
2 observed activities 
Event Evaluations for the 
2 observed activities 
Focus 
Groups 
1 Focus Group with 5 
Parents who attended 
parent engagement 
activities 
 
1 Focus Group with 10 
Parents who attended 
parent engagement 
activities 
1 Focus Group with 1 
Parent who does not 
attend parent engagement 
activities 
1 Focus Group with 8 
Parents who attended 
parent engagement 
activities 
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Table 5 
Study Participants in Individual and Focus Group Interviews by Research Site 
 Elem #1 Elem #2 HS Total 
Administrative Interviews 1 1 1 3 
Teacher Interviews 1 1 1 3 
Parent Leader Interviews 1 1 1 3 
     
Elem #1 Parent Focus Group 5   5 
Elem #2 Parent Focus Group  10  10 
HS Parent Focus Group   8 8 
     
Non-Participating Parents  1  1 
Total 9 14 11 34 
 
 
Data Collection  
The first data collection method employed was the interviews.  Interviews were 
conducted prior to observations of the parent engagement activities to collect background 
and individual perspectives of parent engagement activities that have been implemented 
within The Ville School District.  All participants were given a pseudonym.  Before the 
interview began, participants were asked if they had any questions or concerns about the 
consent form.  After addressing participants’ questions, they were asked to sign the 
consent form and given a copy for their own records.  At the beginning of each interview, 
the researcher shared the purpose of the study and the questions examined.  Background 
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questions were asked at the beginning of each interview to allow the researcher and 
interviewee to build rapport.  
In-person interviews were the initial data-gathering instrument.  By utilizing an 
in-person format, the interviewer was able to use probes to prompt additional response or 
clarity for the initial response from the interviewee (Johnson & Christiansen, 2014).  The 
interviewer also used body language signals to identify if the interviewee was 
comfortable with the interview (for example, establishing eye contact or reading the 
interviewee’s body language).  During the interviews, no visible discomfort signs were 
observed.  As the interviews progressed, each participant seemed to relax and offer more 
information.  
The interview protocols are found in Appendix A.  Each of the protocols 
(teachers, parents, administrators) was used in a pilot study completed in the spring of 
2015.  From the pilot study, the protocols were modified to allow participants to engage 
in conversation that directly reflected their perceptions of parent engagement activities.  
At the beginning of each interview, I reviewed the participant rights with each individual.  
All participants had a chance to end their participation if they began to feel 
uncomfortable for any reason without fear of retaliation or fear of any harm.  Each 
participant’s identity was kept confidential through a pseudonym assigned to them that 
was stored in a password encrypted Microsoft Excel file to which only the researcher had 
access.  The researcher also emphasized that every opinion mattered and would be 
helpful to provide an overall picture of perceptions of parent engagement within The 
Ville School District.  A standard open-ended interview approach was utilized in which 
all interviewees were asked the same questions, in the same order (Johnson & 
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Christiansen, 2014).  All interview participants were asked about specific parent 
engagement activities in which they had been involved, what they felt made a parent 
engagement activity effective, and what the goal of parent engagement activities should 
be.  
The second data collection method was the observations of parent engagement 
activities.  A combination of school-wide and classroom-based parent engagement 
activities were observed at each school, for a total of six observations of parent 
engagement activities (see Table 4).  The data collected included: how the event was 
advertised, the number of people that attended, a description of the activity (including 
goals and objectives), where the activity took place, and who sponsored/produced the 
activity.  All handouts, if available, were collected.  The Observational Data Record that 
was followed for this study is in Appendix B.  An event evaluation was provided for all 
participants to determine what they liked about the activity, what they would improve 
upon, if the activity was effective or not and why, and what they hoped for with parent 
engagement activities in the future.  These evaluations were completed anonymously, 
with only the role of the participant provided: teacher, administrator, PTA or 
Literacy/Guidance Committee leader, or parent.  The purpose of the event evaluation was 
utilized to determine what each participant thought the overall goal was for the program, 
what they felt were strengths with the program, and what they felt could have been better 
about the program.  A question also asked the participant’s opinion about if the overall 
goal was achieved or not.  See Appendix C for sample event evaluation.  
During parent engagement observations, the researcher was a nonparticipant 
observer.  The parent engagement activities implemented by the school district were 
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designed to encourage and improve the connection between the parents and the school.  
The researcher was not associated with the school district as either a parent or an 
employee and, thus, is not part of the intended audience of the parent engagement 
activities.  The researcher was as unobtrusive as possible to allow for the natural flow and 
actions of the parent engagement activities to continue.  
The third qualitative data collection method utilized was focus groups.  Focus 
groups allow a small group of people to discuss a central topic in a non-threatening and 
idea-generating environment (Johnson & Christiansen, 2014).  For this research study, a 
total of four research groups were implemented.  One focus group at each school 
included parents who participated in at least one of the parent engagement activities, and 
the fourth focus group included a parent who did not participate in parent engagement 
activities.  All focus groups discussed their perceptions of effective parent engagement in 
rural Title I schools.  Focus group protocols are found in Appendix D.  Appendix E 
contains a survey that parents completed either before or after the focus group sessions.  
These questions were designed to provide further background information in support of 
the research questions.  
Focus group parent participants were chosen through recommendations of 
administrators, teachers, and the Elementary Parent Teacher Associations and 
Literacy/Guidance Committees at the High School.  Parents were invited to join the focus 
groups through the guidance counselor and the school psychologist.  After parents agreed 
to participate, the researcher followed up with phone communication or email 
communication that described the research study in detail, provided assurances for 
voluntary participation, and provided the exact details of when and where the focus 
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groups would occur.  All invited parents had the option of not participating without 
any fear of repercussions.  Food, drink, and childcare were provided to support the 
parents who participated.  The focus groups occurred in the conference room of the 
school district.  All participants were given pseudonyms.  All pseudonyms are only 
identified by the researcher and are located in a password-protected Microsoft Excel file.  
At the beginning of each focus group, background information was provided that 
described the purpose and research questions that were asked.  Participant rights and 
expectations were clearly explained at the beginning of each focus group.  All 
participation within the focus groups was voluntary.  Parents had the right to end their 
participation if they become uncomfortable.  Every opinion within the focus group 
mattered and provided data that increased the understanding of perceptions of parent 
involvement within a rural Title I school district.  All communication between 
participants was respectful and a part of a constructive dialogue.  Participants were 
instructed that: “what happens in the focus group, stays in the focus group.”  To facilitate 
a conversational atmosphere in the focus group, all participants were asked to introduce 
themselves and to take part in an interactive icebreaker.  Participants were asked to 
respond to questions on the focus group protocol.  Throughout the focus group, 
participants were encouraged to interact with one another and exchange thoughts and 
ideas on the subject of effective parent engagement activities.  
As part of the data collection process, an observation protocol was completed, as 
well as field notes written within 24 hours of the parent engagement activity.  The field 
notes were both descriptive and reflective in nature.  Field notes are designed to provide a 
broad picture of the environment and provide a way for the researcher to begin to identify 
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the overall themes and concepts emerging during the research (Creswell, 2012).  
Interviews and focus groups were recorded and transcribed verbatim to ensure the 
responses from participants were accurately and completely recorded.  To support the 
researcher’s progress with this study, a transcriber was hired for the initial transcription 
of interviews and focus groups.  Once these interviews and focus groups were 
transcribed, data were analyzed to identify any common themes and concepts that occur.  
From this data, connections among administrators’, teachers’, and parents’ perspectives 
and other data sources were identified.  A detailed explanation of the data analysis is 
presented in the next section.   
Data Analysis 
Constant comparative analysis (CCA) method is used to repeatedly compare data 
to reduce the codes and themes identified (Fram, 2013).  Creswell (2012) further 
explained that CCA is an inductive way to generate and compare data.  CCA provides 
structure to the data analysis by starting with the raw data (transcripts, fieldnotes, 
documents) and connecting the codes to provide meaning to the data (Creswell, 2012).  
These codes, or categories, are continually refined to become more precise with the 
picture they are painting (Dye, Schatz, Rosenberg, & Coleman, 2000).  
The Kaleidoscope Metaphor directly connects to the data analysis process that 
was utilized in this study.  CCA was applied to initially analyze and code data for each 
individual data source.  In the beginning, each piece of data, or piece of glass in a 
kaleidoscope, was separated and not connected (Dye et al., 2000).  The data were 
analyzed individually for each set at first: administrator, PTA or Literacy/Guidance 
Parent Leaders, teacher, and focus groups.  Initial codes from the literature review were 
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considered first: communication, life contexts, and time and energy, for example.  
After physically grouping these initial codes into primary categories, rules of inclusion 
for each category were written for the datasets.  Once this process was repeated with all 
datasets, the categories and codes start to develop into a primitive pattern (Dye et al., 
2000).  The tentative list of categories was generalized into themes by which the 
kaleidoscope will change its pattern (Dye et al., 2000).  The datasets were continually 
reviewed, analyzed, and refined, allowing the codes, categories, and themes to 
continually provide a refined picture of the research (Dye et al., 2000).  The kaleidoscope 
picture started off in disarray and gradually was refined to provide a portrait of how the 
data were interconnected.  As this process was continued with the data in each group, the 
data were then compared across groups, and the patterns identified in each individual 
group were then compared across groups.  Comparing codes across groups allows for a 
more complete picture of the similarities and differences in perceptions of parent 
engagement within each school, and across the district as a whole.  
Data analysis within the pilot study, completed in spring 2015, revealed four key 
themes across all participants (administrator, teacher, parent): school characteristics, 
relationship building, teacher connections, and program evaluation.  These themes were 
evident as essential components of parental engagement activities across all participant 
interviews were completed.  In addition to analyzing the data to determine if these themes 
persisted, emergent themes were identified through the CCA method.  
The event evaluations and program sign-in sheets were further evaluated to 
include attendance for each parent engagement activity and to determine what the 
perceived goals of each activity were and if these goals were met.  Program evaluations 
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that were collected also addressed whether the parent engagement activity enhanced 
the parent engagement with school personnel.  Simple descriptive statistics were utilized 
to report the data collected from the program evaluations and sign-in sheets.  The 
descriptive statistics provided the researcher a snapshot with which to compare data 
within the same group first and then within multiple groups.   
Ethical Considerations 
Introduction 
The reliability and dependability of this research study was shaped by how the 
ethical considerations of a qualitative research study were addressed.  To ensure that this 
study is trustworthy, the following ethical considerations were addressed: maintaining 
confidentiality, voluntary participation, and gaining IRB approval.  
Concerns 
The first ethical consideration this study addressed was confidentiality.  
Maintaining confidentiality was of utmost importance for this research study.  
Confidentiality was needed to not only protect the responses being provided by 
participants, but also to limit any unknown negative effects of comments made by 
administrators, teachers, or parents with each other.  To ensure confidentiality was 
maintained, I used pseudonyms for participants and for specific school names.  All 
participants were identified through pseudonyms that were stored in a password protected 
Excel file.  To further protect the school district administrators and the PTA leaders, I 
reported their data in aggregate, allowing the data collected through these groups to be 
reported, but not associated with a single person.  
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A second area addressed was ensuring participants knew their participation was 
voluntary.  All participants had full disclosure with the specific descriptions of what I 
was studying, why I was studying this, what any potential risks were, and what the 
benefits of this study were before they agreed to participate.  All participants also had the 
right to withdraw from this study at any time, without consequence.  Once participants 
understood all the expectations and all the measures put in place to ensure ethical 
procedures were being followed and that confidentiality would be maintained, 
participants were asked to sign a consent form (see Appendix F). 
To ensure that my own subjectivities remained in check and did not influence the 
reported results, I shared my analysis with trusted colleagues.  Seeking out alternate 
opinions and perspectives ensured that I considered many different foci of analysis 
instead of being limited by my own ideas.  Collaborating with colleagues also supported 
my effort to acknowledge my own subjectivities while pushing my own learning and 
understanding further through the incorporation of other’s ideas.  Using this form of 
reflexivity allowed the researcher to attend to broader social and political dimensions 
when analyzing the data (Finlay, 2002).  
Before beginning this research study, an Internal Review Board (IRB) 
endorsement was obtained.  Along with the research proposal, the school district 
submitted a letter agreeing to allow the research to occur within their confines.  The IRB 
committee through Drexel University previewed the study and determined that all 
protocols were in place to ensure all participants’ rights were protected and that the 
participants would not be harmed in any way. 
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
This research study was designed to compare the perceptions of parent 
engagement in a rural school district through the lenses of parents, teachers, and 
administrators.  By examining the perceptions of parent engagement activities, 
researchers are provided a clearer understanding of desired outcomes, strengths, and 
challenges of parent engagement activities and how they are similar or different across 
stakeholders.   
In-depth interviews, focus groups, observations, and event evaluations were used 
to gather data to provide a clearer picture of parent engagement activities within a rural 
Title I school district.  The guiding research questions this study was designed to answer 
are:  
1. What do parents, teachers, and administrators identify as characteristics of a rural 
school district that help or hinder parent engagement? 
2. How do the perceptions of parent engagement activities compare among parents, 
teachers, and administrators?  
This chapter first presents the findings from the collected data through this study 
in the overall categories of Rural Schools and Parent Engagement.  In the results and 
interpretation section of this chapter, three main findings are directly connected to the 
two guiding research questions and literature for rural school districts and effective parent 
engagement.  The findings presented in the results and interpretation section include:  
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1. Smallness of a rural school district is seen as a strength and challenge for 
effective parent engagement activities  
2. Developing personal connections within a rural community 
3. The value of opening the lines of communication through parent engagement 
activities 
4. The development of parent-to-parent connections through parent engagement 
activities 
5. The importance of gaining perspectives from inactive parents.  
Findings 
The qualitative data collected to answer the research questions are presented 
thematically to provide a rich description that cuts across the overall themes and codes of 
the research.  The findings are presented in the central categories of rural schools and 
parent engagement.  Within each summary category, data collected from parents, 
teachers, and administrators are intertwined to illustrate the rich descriptive themes that 
emerged.  
To thoroughly address the first research question, it is important to first 
understand how parents, teachers, and administrators define rural.  The first section of the 
findings is an exploration of participants’ thoughts of the strengths and challenges of 
being in a rural school community.  Based on participants’ definitions and descriptions of 
the rural school community, the second research question of parent engagement 
opportunities is explored.  In the second half of the findings section, the participants’ 
perceptions of parent engagement activities are examined.  Data of what the participants 
saw as the outcomes of the engagement activities along with the strengths and challenges 
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of the activities was collected.  Finally, a comparison of the participants’ responses is 
provided.   
Rural Schools 
Understanding the characteristics of this rural school community, as described by 
parents, teachers, and administrators, illuminates key findings for the research question: 
How do parent engagement activities compare within a rural Title I school district?  This 
findings section provides a background portrait of the school district, followed by an 
identification of the strengths and challenges of the engagement activities as perceived by 
parents, teachers, and administrators with regard to a rural school district.  
The setting for this research study was a Rural Title I School District in Central 
Pennsylvania.  This district is separated into three schools: Maple Elementary, Elm 
Elementary, and Oak Junior/Senior High schools.  The following chart summarizes The 
Ville’s District information in relation to Pennsylvania and the number of students in 
each school.  The Ville qualifies as a rural school district and is a member of the 
Pennsylvania Association of Rural and Small Schools (PARSS).  The county in which 
The Ville School District resides has a noticeably lower percentage of its population with 
a post-secondary degree.  This county has more individuals living in poverty than across 
Pennsylvania, with a lower median household income.  
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Table 6  
The Ville County Demographic Data 
 The Ville County Pennsylvania 
Median Household Income $41,030 $52,548 
% of Persons in Poverty 16.5% 13.7% 
Population per Square Mile 71.3 283.9 
High School Graduation 
Rate 
87.2% 89.0% 
Bachelor’s Degree or 
Higher 
13.2% 28.1% 
Overall Population 2,500 12,787,209 
 Student Population  
Maple Elementary 78  
Elm Elementary 491  
Oak Jr/Sr High School 508  
Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2015) 
 
Participants in both the interviews and focus groups described the strengths and 
challenges of rural school districts.  This section presents the following rural school 
strengths: smaller size, personal connections, and community support.  Also included are 
rural school challenges: limited family participation, diversity of opportunities, and 
limited resources.  
Strengths.  One of the common strengths of rural schools reported by a variety of 
research participants is the smaller size of the schools in this school district.  The study 
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participants defined smaller size as a small school, small class sizes, and small 
community.  The small size of the school was reported as a strength by many 
participants.  Marie, a school administrator, reported: 
I’m in the same boat that all of the students and teachers I supervise are. I don’t 
have to drive from one school to the other.  If there is a crisis in third grade I can 
be down there in two minutes.  I don’t have to get in the car and drive anywhere. 
 
Marie felt that the ability to travel from one part of the school to another in a short 
amount of time is a true strength of the district.  
Small class sizes was another strength identified by several participants.  Amy, a 
parent from Maple Elementary, connected the smaller school size to smaller class sizes, 
which meant more perks for her child.  She explained that her children were split between 
the two elementary schools within the district, and her child in the smaller school has a 
smaller class size (15 students instead of 20 students), and because of this is able to have 
more individualized attention and “perks.”  To Amy, these perks include parent 
engagement activities at least once a month and field trips several times a year, instead of 
just one at the end of the year.  Another parent, Heather from Elm Elementary School, 
concurred that smaller class sizes lead to more individualized attention for her child.  She 
noted that the teacher is able to reach out to her if she notices there is a change in her 
child, whether that change be because she is not feeling well or is having a difficult time 
with a new concept she is learning.  Samantha, an elementary school teacher, identified 
that smaller class sizes lend themselves to more effective parent engagement practices.  
Her statement, “I think that helps when you’re all together, not just during the day, but 
out in the community and doing other events as well” paints a picture of small class sizes 
and a small community.  She further explained that the smaller number of students in her 
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classroom makes it more manageable to communicate with parents on a regular basis.  
Samantha feels the more often she is able to talk to the parents of her students, the more 
effective she will be with teaching her students.  With smaller numbers of students, she is 
able to contact her students’ parents more often.  
The small size of the community was also reported as a strength.  Elizabeth, 
another teacher in The Ville School District, reported that the small size of the 
community and the district helps to increase awareness of parent engagement 
opportunities.  She expanded this idea by noting that traditional family engagement 
activities offered year after year are well known to the community.  On the first day of 
school, she has students ask when certain activities will occur because their mom is 
already marking their calendar for them (for example the Powder Puff Football Game).  
The smallness of the community has led to community members expecting and 
anticipating school activities.  According to Elizabeth, this adds to the sense of tradition 
that is within the school district.  Another teacher, Ashley, reported that even though the 
school is small, it is the hub of the community.  The school is where the community holds 
meetings and gatherings several times a month.  It is important to Ashley that the school 
maintains this close contact with the community to expand the community resources from 
which the school will benefit.  She commented that if business members are able to hold 
monthly business bureau meetings at the school, the business owners will be more likely 
to donate when the school needs resources.  Matthew, a school administrator, also 
reported that the small size of the rural community is a strength.  According to Matthew, 
the small size of the community supports personal connections between people, which 
allows for more people to feel connected.  This administrator feels that the more people, 
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particularly students, feel connected to the school, the better the educational experience 
for students will be.  
The “smallness” of this rural school district is seen as a strength for a variety of 
reasons by all participant types (administration, teachers, and parents).  Overwhelmingly 
the participants in this research concluded the small size of the school district and classes 
led to greater positive connections between students and teachers as well as increased 
opportunities for students.  The participants also reported that the small school size 
allows the teachers to form deeper connections with the communities, which creates 
enhanced collaboration opportunities for both the school and the community.  
Another strength reported across participant groups included the personal 
connections made between students, teachers, and communities.  Teacher Samantha 
reported that the networking with families is already done at the start of the school year.  
She explained further that she already has connections to many of the parents within her 
classroom since many are staff members and others she has interacted with in the 
community.  “And even if you don’t know people, somebody who you know knows 
someone.”  Another teacher, Ashley, reiterated this idea by stating, “People just know 
each other.”  Ashley further indicated there is a not a mystery that needs to be solved to 
figure out personal relationships.  She develops these personal connections by 
encouraging her parents to call her at home, “There’s always just been that open door 
policy.”  Teacher Elizabeth also described personal connections between teachers and 
students as a positive rapport.  Once a positive rapport is established with the students, 
she feels it is easier to establish a similar relationship with parents.  One parent, Rachel, 
stated that since there are a not many kids in the class, the teachers are able to develop 
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better relationships with all of them.  Marie, a school administrator, stated that it is 
easier to write an email or make a concerned phone call when parents see you out in the 
community.  Running into parents at the local grocery store and reminding them about 
financial aid night is a benefit to parents, schools, and the students, this administrator 
explained.  Developing personal, outside school connections also helps discover when 
families need more support, according to another administrator Joseph.  Joseph further 
described the extended connections and created communities between families and the 
school that are essential for students to experience educational success.  He cited the 
importance of these relationships by stating, “Getting to know them (the students) on a 
first name basis is essential to support their academic success.”  Later in his interview, 
Joseph stated, “The personal connections help to create buy-in for the educational 
programs that our school is offering – with both families and students.”  
Overwhelmingly, research participants cited enhanced personal connections as 
ways to improve both parent involvement and success for students in their educational 
experiences.  The rural school system, and the smallness of this system, were cited 
positively for allowing personal connections to develop both in and outside of school.  
Not only did the participants feel connected to each other in the educational world, but in 
the rural community as a whole, the personal connections are strong and evident.  
Community support was also identified as a strength for this rural school district.  
Several participants reported that the smaller schools had developed a sense of 
community within the individual schools of this district.  Community support was also 
seen as a way to reach out and garner resources to provide students and teachers of this 
school district with added educational materials and resources.  “I also feel like if you 
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need something from the community, you know right where to go and people know 
you and they’re more than willing to offer services or financial help or time.”  Samantha, 
a teacher at The Ville School District, reported that with the school being the center of 
the community, there is a mutually beneficial relationship between community groups 
and the schools.  Community groups are able to utilize the school building for meetings 
and activities, and in return, the community groups support school functions and student 
activities, according to teacher Ashley.  She expanded her idea to describe the school as 
the “hub of the community.”  The school is where the parents meet and compare notes 
about what is going on in the community and to make personal connections with friends 
and family.  The afterschool pick-up line is where the weekend cookouts are organized or 
the family Thanksgiving dinner is planned.  
Administrator Marie described this community support as helping to continue the 
small, close-knit feel of the district.  Marie connected the small-town feel with making 
connections with the families one needs to connect with.  She noted that when going to 
the town’s grocery store, she knows she will see families with whom she works and she 
will be able to tell them about upcoming events or how well their students did this week.  
Sometimes these community connections are the only ones they have with parents – 
especially if they do not or are not able to come to school.  Heather, a parent, stated that 
when she enters the school, it is almost like a seamless community connection.  This 
parent further explained that knowing teachers both inside and outside of school helps to 
make her children feel more comfortable and a part of the school system.  The children 
are familiar with school personnel before they even walk through the school’s doors, 
which takes some of the fear out of her children’s first day of school.  Heather feels it is 
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her responsibility to be involved so she can help both the community and the school.  
“The better we make the community, the more it improves the school.”  She further 
explained the importance of her helping the community and the school, “My children 
may choose to live in this community.”  “You just don’t know, you think your kids are 
going to grow up and move away and they might not.”  Because her children might live 
there in the future, Heather feels it is up to her to make a positive difference now.  
Rural school districts were identified by the participants in this research study 
with many strengths.  Overwhelmingly, participants reported that the rural school setting, 
particularly the “smallness” of the school, class sizes, and community contribute to 
increased personal connections and increased access to community resources.  This rural 
school district uses its size to provide a positive educational environment for its students, 
families, school personnel and community.  
Challenges.  The participants in this research study also identified several 
challenges as being a part of a rural school and community.  While the “smallness” of 
this community was overwhelmingly seen as a positive aspect of this school district, it 
was also viewed as contributing to challenges for this rural school district.  Reported by 
the research participants, the “smallness” of this rural community has contributed to: (a) 
lack of exposure and distance to culturally diverse activities, (b) development of personal 
connections, and (c) limited resources.  
A challenge of a rural school district that was a common thread among 
participants of this research study was the exposure and distance to culturally diverse 
activities.  With this community being small and limited in population diversity, the 
opportunities for families to experience other cultures is very limited.  One teacher, 
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Elizabeth, noted that there is a struggle to expose students to people of other cultures.  
She continued by emphasizing that in her own class, she tries hard “to stress the idea of 
open-mindedness and that people are all the same.”  To teach her students about other 
cultures, she reported using her own experiences and stories from college and times in 
her life when she made friends with people who were from different cultures than her.  
She emphasized that many of the students have what she calls the “Central Pennsylvania 
small-mindedness,” but she also emphasized that not every student experiences this.  It is 
the limited size of the community’s population and the limited diversity of the population 
that limits diverse cultural experiences.  
The student population is 98% white, mirroring the rural community as a whole.  
Parent Heather stated: 
Those are things (diverse learning opportunities) that fall then on the parents, so 
for us to have really good experiences with our children that aren’t kind of rurally 
oriented, then we have to go outside of the community and do those things. 
 
Heather further explained that for many parents in this community, it is hard and more 
likely they will not have the opportunity to travel for more diverse family experiences.  
She further explained, “We have lots of kids who have never left The Ville, ever.”  To 
her, limiting diverse opportunities also limits the ability of children “to empathize with 
others.”  Heather placed the ownership of exposing children to culturally diverse 
experiences and activities on the parents themselves and not on the school or local 
community.   
Rachel, another parent interviewed for this study, concurred by stating that a 
challenge for her rural community is “Distance to more cultural events or activities.  Not 
as much right at your fingertips, I guess.”  Parent Catherine expanded on this idea with a 
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specific focus on the lack of programming variety offered.  She explained that there are 
not many extra-curricular opportunities in the town.  According to Catherine: 
I even have to travel 30 minutes away for my children to learn how to swim. And 
then I travel over an hour for wrestling practice. I will travel distances to provide 
my children with opportunities, but I feel bad for the families that can’t travel 
these distances. 
 
The participants in this research study placed the responsibility of exposing children to 
diverse experiences and activities squarely on the parents and families shoulders, not the 
school or the community itself.  
Another challenge that was reported by the majority of research participants is 
that personal connections made within the community can be too personal.  While 
research participants clearly defined personal connections as a strength of this rural 
community, these connections were also identified as a challenge.  Teacher Ashley 
stated, “I think maybe one of our challenges is that you are so familiar with other. Maybe 
a little too familiar.”  Ashley described further this familiarity as knowing too much of 
each other’s personal business.  This familiarity was also discussed by Teacher Elizabeth 
when she noted she had the students’ parents in school and now she has their kids.  
Having these multiple family connections allows her to know all the “back and hidden 
stories” she sometimes wishes she did not know.  Elizabeth further explained that it is 
sometimes hard to totally forget the stories you hear and to give a student the benefit of 
the doubt – “But I do my best.”  When describing the strong personal connections she 
hopes to have with her students, Teacher Samantha stated: 
I can’t say that sometimes I have kicked myself for it because I feel like they’re 
very comfortable with me sometimes and I hear probably more than I should.  I 
would always rather that than have them not say that I didn’t communicate with 
them well. 
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Her ultimate goal is to channel these personal connections for the right purpose.  For 
example, it is important for Samantha to use these personal connections to get needed 
help for families and not just to have the family gossip or “air their dirty laundry.”  While 
Administrator Matthew supported the small size of the district as a strength for 
developing personal relationships, he also emphasized that a small community makes it 
easier to identify who the influential people are.  Matthew feels this leads to political 
games and people trying to please the influential members or the community, instead of 
basing decisions off of what is good for everyone.  “These personal connections with 
political playmakers make it difficult to develop a sense of trust” (Matthew).  He further 
expanded on these personal connection challenges by stating, “I think the biggest 
problem in small town USA is nobody wants to mind their own business.  Social media, 
Facebook, Twitter, topics.com.  Those things, they enable people to say things that are 
absolutely inappropriate and hide behind a computer.”  Parent Catherine explained that 
while sometimes having close friends who are teachers is a positive connection, other 
times she feels it is a challenge.  Catherine explained: 
Having personal friendships with teachers is a double edged sword. On one hand 
they look out for your children. On the other hand they already have preconceived 
ideas about your children’s abilities, and they may not provide the same 
opportunities for other students in the class that they don’t know as well. 
 
Overall, the participants acknowledged that close personal connections can be 
challenging when people are too comfortable with each other or are not able to separate 
the past from the present or even the future.  
Limited resources is also a challenge identified by research participants for rural 
school districts and communities.  Administrator Joseph described this rural community 
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as low income.  He explained that there is a very poor employment rate within the 
community, which, he feels, has led to broken families and lack of parenting skills.  
According to Administrator Matthew, lack of financial resources leads to lack of a sense 
of family and lack of support for the children.  He further stated that this lack of support 
leads to a lack of respect for education.  This administrator indicated that some parents 
only want to make sure their child is happy and not that they are being educated with 
high quality classes or teachers.  According to Teacher Samantha, lack of family 
resources also prevents the families that need to be engaged with the school most from 
coming to parent engagement activities.  She stated, “It is the families that don’t have 
money or jobs that frequently don’t come to school.  It is these families that I want to see 
and I need to come into my classroom.”  She feels these families often do not have a ride 
to the school or work nightshifts and are not able to be home with their children, let alone 
come to school to interact with their children’s teachers.   
Administrator Marie stated that not being able to offer parent engagement 
activities at a variety of times hinders and limits the amount of parent participation that 
the school is able to reach.  She cited that families work a variety of times throughout the 
day and not many parents have flexible jobs so they can take off work to come to school.  
According to Marie, if parents had opportunities for better jobs, they would have more 
flexibility with coming to school.  Administrator Joseph also stated that the school district 
has limited funds that it can devote to parent engagement activities.  He stated that most 
of the parent engagement activities are funded through volunteers and donations.  
Teacher Samantha supported Joseph’s comments and explained it by stating it is the same 
volunteers and families involved with making parent engagement activities over and over 
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again.  She further stated that everyone knows the few families that are successful and 
have resources within the community and these families are relied upon for donations and 
manpower during volunteer events.  Parent Catherine explained, “The same people are 
asked to volunteer over and over again and that different families need to be encouraged 
to step it up and participate.” 
All the strengths and challenges identified by the research participants describing 
the rural school district and community can be centrally connected to the overarching 
theme of “smallness” within a rural community.  Understanding that this “smallness” can 
be both a strength and a challenge is essential to understanding that personal relationships 
will define effective parent engagement practices within this school district.  Participants 
stated that having background connections and open lines of communication are the 
cornerstones of a rural community.  On the flip side, it was also identified that it is 
essential to know when too much sharing is occurring.  Sometimes too much information 
provides an unrealistic picture of what is really happening.  In a rural school community, 
it is important to balance the connection between yourself and the community without 
sharing too much of your personal life.  
Understanding the strengths and challenges of a rural school district, as described 
by a variety of its stakeholders (parents, teachers, and administrators) allows for a greater 
understanding of what either promotes or hinders parent engagement within a rural 
school setting (see Table 7). 
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Table 7  
Rural School Characteristics 
Parents Teachers Administrators 
Strengths 
Small Size Small Size Small Size 
Personal Connections Personal Connections Personal Connections 
Community Support Community Support Community Support 
Challenges 
Personal Connections Personal Connections Personal Connections 
Limited Resources Limited Resources Limited Resources 
Lack of exposure to 
culturally diverse 
activities 
Lack of exposure to 
culturally diverse 
activities 
 
 
 
These findings pertain directly to the research question: What characteristics of a 
rural school district support effective parent engagement activities according to parents, 
teachers, and administrators?  The participants in this research study identified several 
strengths and challenges of living in a rural school district that may affect the 
effectiveness of parent engagement within this school district.  Overall, all participants 
agreed that the small size, personal connections, and community support are strengths of 
parent engagement activities, while personal connections and limited resources were 
identified as challenges for a rural school district.  In addition, parents and teachers also 
reported that the lack of exposure to culturally diverse activities is a challenge for 
families living in a rural school district.  Collected data also pointed to the smallness of 
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the community as a reason for parents to connect with others during parent 
engagement activities.  The next section addresses how participants defined effective 
parent engagement with regard to outcomes, strengths, and challenges; describes 
examples of parent engagement activities; and paints a picture of what parents, teachers, 
and administrators see as essential components of an ideal parent engagement activity.  
Parent Engagement 
This section explores parents’, teachers’, and administrators’ perceived outcomes, 
strengths, and challenges of parental engagement activities.  Illustrative examples of 
parent engagement activities are included to provide a portrait of what parent engagement 
activities in which stakeholders are able to participate within The Ville School District.  
This section concludes with a description of the ideal parent engagement programs as 
seen from the lenses of parents, teachers, and administrators.  
Parent perceptions.  The Ville’s guidance counselor and school psychologist 
helped identify parent leaders to participate in interviews or focus groups as well as 
parents that were considered not active within the parent engagement activities the school 
provides.  Parents involved in this research study reported rich data that highlighted the 
perceived outcomes, strengths, and challenges of effective parent activities within a rural 
school district.  This section reports the outcomes of parent activities as perceived by 
parents, and then describes the strengths and challenges of parent engagement activities 
as parents perceived them.  
Parents perceive effective parent engagement activities as meeting a variety of 
outcomes.  These outcomes focused on developing the relationship between school and 
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home, increasing their understanding of student expectations, allowing children to have 
a good time, and providing opportunities to build relationships with other parents.  
One of the most prominently described outcomes of effective parent engagement 
opportunities within a small rural school district is the ability to develop positive 
relationships between school and home.  Parent Catherine expressed her goal of building 
parent/school relationships by expecting to develop a better relationship with her 
children’s teachers and administrators.  She stated, “To see all of the parents and teachers 
and administrators working together and the activity turns out to be successful is 
motivating and a joy to watch.  Effective cooperation between these groups is essential 
for this to happen.”  Along this same reasoning, parent Rachel feels the outcome of 
parent engagement opportunities is to educate parents with what their children are doing 
and participating in.  She feels sometimes kids do not tell the whole story about what is 
happening at school, and being able to connect with the school or with the coach helps 
open those lines of communication.  “Just being in the loop. Staying in the loop, knowing 
what’s going on.”  On these same lines, Parent Grace expressed that it is important for 
her kids to know she understands what is going on.  Grace stated it does not matter what 
the child’s age is, her kids “are on their toes” a little more when she knows what is going 
on.  The importance of strengthening the parent/teacher connection was further reported 
through a parent evaluation that a parent engagement activity “needs to be personable and 
provide an opportunity for questions to be asked in a comfortable setting.”  Parent Ella 
further expanded on this idea by stating, “To get more involved with your children and 
what they are involved in, instead of just seeing stuff coming home and not knowing 
what’s really going on up here (referring to the school).”  Ella expressed that she feels 
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she misses essential information about her children’s education when she just reads the 
papers that come home.  To her, the interactions at school and with school personnel 
provide more information that is valuable to her.  Overwhelmingly, parents across the 
research participants reported that opening lines of communication is an essential part of 
effective parent engagement activities by stating that with open lines of communication, 
relationships between school and home will improve.  
A second outcome of effective parent engagement activities is for parents to walk 
away from the activity with new learnings “under their belt.”  For example, Parent Rachel 
learned about a tutoring activity she is going to connect her child to for science.  Before 
open house, she was not aware of this opportunity, and with this added information she 
could connect her daughter to some additional educational resources.  Another parent 
indicated that he looks for new, pertinent information with a good speaker when deciding 
whether to attend a parent engagement activity or not.  Another parent agreed and further 
explained that the new information learned must “give tools for parents to utilize with 
their child to help facilitate the program’s goals.”  Parents are seeking out new 
information that will support and enhance their children’s educational experiences and 
lives through the parent engagement activities in which they choose to participate.  
Another outcome of parent engagement activities expressed by many parents was 
for their children to have fun.  Parent Catherine believes children should have fun during 
activities in which parents participate.  To demonstrate this point, she stated, “If my kids 
are enjoying the activity, I am enjoying the activity, and all is good.”  She further 
explained that when kids have a good time at school or with school personnel in a non-
classroom setting, they connect personally to teachers and principals.  According to 
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Catherine, children respond well when they see school personnel enjoying the same 
activities that they are enjoying.  
Parent Christine agreed with Catherine and added engagement activities are a 
time when kids can get a little bit of extra attention from both school personnel and their 
parents.  Another parent reported in a Trunk-or-Treat evaluation that their family 
attended activities that encourage their children to do something about which they feel 
good.  Other parent engagement activity evaluations indicated it is important for children 
to enjoy the activities in which they are participating.  Several parents, through their 
written evaluations, indicated they chose the activities to attend based on whether their 
children would enjoy them.  For parents, it is important to participate in activities their 
children will enjoy and have fun doing.  Overall, parents indicated that when their 
children are having fun, they are also having fun.   
Parents also expressed an outcome of parent engagement activities is to build 
relationships between parents and to meet new people.  According to parent Megan, 
“Hopefully you know he’ll (referring to her son) maintain in this school and grow up 
with these kids, and have lifelong relationships with these children, so I’d like to know 
their parents, and everything.”  Megan emphasized that establishing family relationships 
supports healthy relationships between her children and their friends.  Nicole concurred 
by stating that she had recently moved into the area and would have never gotten to know 
other parents without the engagement activities at school.  According to Nicole, getting to 
the parents helps you get a better idea of who the kids are that your children are playing 
with, “you almost get a better idea of the morals and values in their family, and things 
like that.  Definitely a relationship builder.”  Parent Nate also agreed that connecting with 
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other students’ parents helps him know and understand his own children’s friends.  For 
this rural community, across all school levels, connecting with other parents to support 
their children is a common goal often achieved through parent engagement activities.    
Strengths.  Through interviews, focus group discussions, and program 
evaluations, parents identified several strengths of effective parent engagement activities.  
These strengths include developing positive relationships, opening lines of 
communication with teachers and school personnel, and developing wonderful memories 
with their children.  
Parent Heather felt that when her children are able to see her interact with school, 
it has been a successful parent engagement activity.  “I want them in 15 years to look 
back on their experience here and know that it was not just school, but it was school and 
home working together.”  Along these same lines, Parent Cathy believes that seeing 
herself interact with teachers has taught her child how to form relationships with their 
teachers.  Developing the parent/teacher relationship has provided her child an example 
of possible social skills for the child to become involved in school.  Rebecca, a parent of 
a high school student, has seen a strength in seeing the students develop relationships 
with each other and developing positive work habits.  She stated that watching her child 
work with other students on projects gives her a sense of pride.  It is during the activities 
she attends that she sees this positive work ethic develop.  She further explained that she 
can encourage these positive relationships by choosing activities that promoted teamwork 
for her child to participate in. 
Another parent, Ella, identified a strength of parent engagement activities is to 
develop a relationship with your child’s teacher.  She feels that once she established a 
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relationship with her child’s teachers, they will keep her better informed.  Ella stated, 
“Once I have that relationship with her (referring to the teacher) she will let me know 
when something is going on and help me figure out ways to make it better.”  Ella also 
explained that there have been teachers with which she has not established a positive 
relationship.  She stated, “I need to show up at school to have a good relationship.”  
Parent Susan concurred with the idea that a strength of developing positive relationships 
with teachers and attending parent engagement activities gives parents avenues for 
increased understanding and awareness of what is going on with their child at school.  
Developing open lines of communication is also seen as a positive by high school 
parent Rebecca.  She stated that when she has a question, “I just call the school or the 
teachers.  Now they are used to me making contact so that many times they make contact 
first.”  Parent Kelly stated, “Once teachers start to see me at school they will talk to me.  I 
then learn what is going on faster than if I wasn’t involved.”  Parent Lynn agreed with 
this idea and further explained, “The guessing game is taken out of the equation.  I know 
what my child is doing when I show up at school.” 
Parent Sarah expressed that making memories with her children at school is a 
strength of parent engagement activities.  According to Sarah, “These memories are what 
my kids are going to remember about school.  They will look back and think positively.”  
Parent Megan agreed and added, “There are no redos.  I have to be involved now so that 
my child knows I care and love him.  He will remember that.”  Parent Lauren expanded 
on this idea by stating that her children now ask her to come to school.  Lauren explained, 
“My children want those memories.  They want me to be connected to school.” 
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Challenges.  Parents also identified several challenges they experienced with 
parent engagement activities.  The challenges identified include: encouraging more 
parents to become active in the activities, the structure and organization of events, finding 
times when and where the majority of parents can attend, and having all participants 
wanting to be involved.   
According to parent Anna, one goal of engagement activities is to get more 
parents involved.  She stated, “We just constantly are trying to reach out and get more 
parents involved to help with just about anything the school does, whether it’s the parties, 
the assemblies, or book fairs, whatever.  Just trying to get more parents involved.”  
According to Anna, it is a struggle to get new and different parents involved with not 
only coordinating parent engagement activities, but also participating in these activities.  
Parent Paige agreed that getting more people involved is a struggle for the school district.  
She stated that a handful of children’s parents have never come to a school activity.  
Paige explained: 
I see the handful that it’s just not a priority for them and I feel bad for the child 
and the parent misses out too.  I feel bad for that relationship (referring to the 
parent/teacher relationship) that they all miss out on. 
 
Parent Beth stated that the parents that do show up “almost become their parent.”  She 
explained there are times she will interact with other children rather than her own during 
a class party, just so they experience sharing the time with an adult.  Parent June 
explained, “Some of these kids don’t have a fan.  They don’t have someone cheering 
them on.  It’s up to me, as an engaged parent, to become their fan.” 
Ella, an elementary parent, identified that getting to parent engagement activities 
is difficult and one reason that more parents do not become involved.  She explained that 
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she does not have a car and does not drive so to attend activities, she has to rely on 
others.  Ella stated, “I’m sure maybe more of the parents might involve themselves 
because there are a lot of low income families that don’t have transportation and they 
can’t be involved in things like that when they really want to.”  She further explained that 
there were times when she would get transportation but that they did not want to transport 
her young children.  This added another obstacle for her to attend a parent activity at 
school. 
Parent Heather reported that another struggle with parent engagement activities 
are when activities are not organized or structured from the beginning.  She cited an 
experience at the very first year of Fun Fest; it was basically a free for all.  Students and 
families ran from place to place with no organization or goal in mind.  As a result, 
Heather and her children took a step back and allowed others to participate in the 
activities.  Due to the lack of organization and structure, all families were not able to 
participate in this activity even though they showed up with the intention to do so.  Parent 
Catherine also expressed frustration with activities that are not well organized.  She stated 
that they had been at several activities for which she showed up to help and the teachers 
and parents who organized the activity had no direction to give her.  Catherine further 
expressed frustration because she was asked to come and help out, took the day off of 
work to help, and then ending up “holding up the wall because my help wasn’t needed or 
wanted.”   
Another challenge with parent engagement activities as expressed by parents is 
the timing of the activities.  Parent Heather expressed that the majority of parent 
engagement activities occur during the school day and it is often hard to adjust work 
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schedules to be there.  Parent Grace indicated there are many parents who work two 
jobs and long hours, which makes it difficult for them to attend activities during the day.  
She further explained that she knows several parents who want to come but just cannot 
because of their work schedule and then they feel like they are not wanted at school.  
Grace stated, “Some of these parents probably won’t show up now even if they are able 
to because they feel like they are an afterthought of the school.”  One parent wrote in a 
program evaluation that it would be beneficial to offer programs both during school and 
in the evening.  This parent indicated that more parents would feel welcomed if they 
could easily attend an event and did not have to rearrange their schedule.  
Parents also identified that they wanted everyone to feel like they should be there 
and involved.  A challenge Parent Catherine frequently experienced was feeling like she 
was not the “right” parent to attend an event.  There were times when she volunteered at 
an activity and ended up standing against the wall.  In her words: 
When I ask to help, I get a weird look and people just say they don’t need me.  I 
would think that other parents and school personnel would embrace all parents 
that want to help with organizing or supporting an activity for the kids. 
 
Parent Nate agreed with Catherine and stated that he is concerned the parents who want 
to attend do not know how to be engaged with school.  He stated, “We make assumptions 
but I think the problem is a vicious cycle.  It is assumed that these parents don’t care so 
no one tries to interact with them.”  He further explained that these parents might just not 
be comfortable taking the first step and sometimes just hearing they are wanted there will 
break down barriers.  
Another challenge identified was when people have to be at the activity when 
they do not necessarily want to.  Parent Beth experienced this at parent/teacher 
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conferences.  When she entered the conference, the teacher asked her why she was 
there.  The teacher indicated that her child was a great student but could possibly bring up 
her science grade by two points.  Beth continued and stated that she wanted to talk about 
the negative attitude her child was beginning to demonstrate.  This teacher did not 
acknowledge Beth’s concern with the attitude and replied that it was just the child’s age.  
When the parent left and told the teacher she hoped the rest of the day went well, the 
teacher responded, “This is terrible, putting in eight hours in these conferences.”  This 
negative attitude expressed by the teacher makes parents question about whether they 
should really come to some of the parent engagement activities. 
Table 8 summarizes the information provided by parents with regard to perceived 
outcomes, strengths, and challenges for effective parent engagement activities within a 
rural Title I school district.  Overall, the focus of parent engagement activities, according 
to the parent participants, is to build relationships between all stakeholders, including 
other parents.  This data answer the second research question, “How do the perceptions of 
parent engagement activities compare between parents, teachers, and administrators?,” by 
summarizing that parents are seeking out improved communication and relationships 
between all stakeholders through effective parent engagement activities.  
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Table 8 
Identified Parent Engagement Activity Characteristics According to Parents 
Perceived Outcomes Strengths Challenges 
Positive relationships 
between school and home 
Opening Lines of 
Communication 
Encouraging more parents to 
attend and actively 
participate in activities 
New learning for parents Developing Positive 
Relationships 
Structure and organization of 
events 
Kids having fun Creating Positive 
Memories with their Child 
Having all participants 
involved: parents, teachers, 
administrators 
Building Relationships 
with other parents 
 Timing of activities 
 
 
Teacher perceptions.  Teachers who participated in this research study were 
identified by administrators as leaders within The Ville for their parent engagement 
practices.  All administrators identified these teachers as proactive for communicating 
with families, as well as for being leaders within the school district to engage families.  
Data were collected from these identified teacher leaders through one-on-one interviews.  
All teachers opened up about both the parent engagement practices that were in place at 
the time of the study as well as ideal effective parent engagement practices they hoped 
would occur in the future.  
Perceived outcomes.  Teachers expressed two specific outcomes for effective 
parent engagement activities.  These outcomes include connecting parents and teachers 
and providing parents with a new learning or understanding of the child and their child’s 
educational programming.  
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One outcome of effective parent engagement activities, as expressed by 
teachers, includes connecting parents and teachers.  Ashley agreed that an outcome of 
effective parent engagement activities is to connect parents and teachers.  This 
connection should open the lines of communication and allow both groups of people to 
feel more comfortable with each other.  According to Ashley, “Having an open-door 
policy makes parents feel comfortable with connecting with me.”  She further stated that 
this open communication allows her to learn what the parents of her students need from 
her.  Teacher Samantha concurred with the idea that connecting home and school is an 
essential outcome of effective parent engagement activities.  She stated that through these 
connections, students, teachers, and parents will enjoy themselves during engagement 
activities.  Another teacher also expressed, on a program evaluation, that an outcome of 
effective parent engagement activities is to enhance the connections between parents and 
students.  This teacher wrote, “Parents becoming involved in their students’ projects at 
school exposes all involved to the school atmosphere, personnel, and means a lot to their 
child.  Their children know they are interested in their school life.”  This teacher reported 
that when parents participate in engagement activities, they increase their understanding 
of their children’s educational activities and environment.   
Teacher Ashley hoped that through effective communication and engagement 
with the school, the parents of her students learn what it is like for the student each day.  
She hopes they learn what it is like to be an elementary student and how that has changed 
since the parents were in elementary school.  Ashley extended that it is also important for 
teachers to provide new tools for parents that they can use to support their children 
academically.  One of the specific suggestions she made was to identify math and reading 
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strategies with which they could help during homework time.  Another teacher 
responded to a program evaluation by stating that parent engagement activities are 
effective when there are academic implications and an increased understanding by the 
parents of what is academically required for students on a daily basis.  She added that 
parents need to have a “purposeful intent” in the activities in which they choose to 
participate.  She explained that it is important for parents to choose the activities that will 
enhance their own and their children’s lives for their children’s involvement.  
Strengths.  Teachers identified parent engagement strengths as having the 
majority, if not all, parents participate in engagement activities and opening the lines of 
communication between school and home.  The strength of effective parent engagement 
activities identified by Teacher Samantha is having many parents attend.  She feels parent 
engagement activities are successful when the majority of her classroom parents show up.  
She further stated, “I know they’re engaged when they’re really willing to participate in 
classroom events.”  During her last parent engagement night, she had 17 out of 21 (81%) 
of her families show up.  She concluded, “This was my most successful one yet!”  
Another strength of parent engagement activities, as identified by teachers, is the 
development of effective communication practices between parents and teachers.  
Teacher Samantha stated, “I want my parents to know that they can contact me and talk 
to me. If they walk away with that the activity has been a success.”  Teacher Ashley 
agreed by concluding that when parents know they can ask questions, they better 
understand their child’s education.  Ashley feels a parent engagement night is successful 
when parents walk away with increased communication and tools to understand the 
students’ work.  
  
105 
Challenges.  Teachers identified the following challenges with parent 
engagement activities: having all parents attend, parents being able to identify where their 
support is really needed, and parents coming to the school with negative attitudes rather 
than one of cooperation and support for the school/parent relationship.  
Teacher Elizabeth reported that the success of a parent engagement activity 
depends on the number of parents that participate.  She felt the more parents participate, 
the greater the success of the activity.  Elizabeth expressed that it was hard to get parents 
to attend if they are not already in the routine of attending school activities.  Teacher 
Samantha felt one of the only ways one can try to get the parents they really need to 
attend activities is by providing food and prizes.  Samantha expressed frustration with the 
parents who do not engage with the school.  She stated, “They’re typically the parents 
that need to attend.  It’s their children that need the support from home but are not 
currently getting it.”  
A challenge identified by a teacher evaluation of the Holiday Crafts parent 
engagement activity was helping parents identify where help is needed in the school—
what teachers or classes could use parent help with activities.  Another teacher evaluation 
indicated that sometimes too many parents come to activities without really being 
needed.  Teacher Elizabeth concurred with this and stated, “Sometimes it is a 
management nightmare to have too many parents involved at one time.” 
Another challenge identified by teachers is having parents come to school with a 
negative attitude.  Teacher Elizabeth shared a couple of experiences in which she felt the 
parents were just out to defend their children and not willing to listen to the facts.  In 
these two cases, Elizabeth felt the parents reached out for interaction with her in a very 
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negative way, which made her think twice of just how much interaction she wanted to 
have with her parents.  
Table 9 summarizes the perceived goals, strengths, and challenges of parent 
engagement activities according to teachers.  Teachers reported that while connecting and 
communicating with parents is important, it is also important that parents learn from 
parent engagement activities as well as the majority of parents becoming involved where 
there really is a need.  Teachers identified effective parent engagement activities by the 
number of parents that participate as well as the relationships built between parents and 
teachers. 
 
Table 9  
Identified Parent Engagement Activity Characteristics According to Teachers 
Perceived Outcomes Strengths Challenges 
Connecting parents and 
teachers 
Opening Lines of 
Communication 
Number of parents attend the 
activities 
New learning for parents Majority of Parents Attend 
Activities 
Parents being involved 
where the needs are 
  Parents coming to activities 
with negative attitudes 
 
 
Administrator perceptions.  Three administrators participated in this research 
study and were identified by The Ville’s superintendent for being proactive with 
implementing parent engagement activities.  The administrators readily agreed to be 
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interviewed to discuss perceived outcomes, strengths, and challenges of parent 
engagement activities in The Ville School District.  
Perceived outcomes.  Administrators identified several goals for effective parent 
engagement activities.  The outcomes identified included opening lines of 
communication between home and school, providing children opportunities to have fun, 
opportunities to celebrate student achievements, and providing parents with new 
information about their children’s education and lives.  
According to Administrator Marie, effective parent engagement involves fluid 
and open lines of communication.  She expressed that open lines of communication will 
support students to progress academically, socially, behaviorally.  “When a student 
knows that the teacher is talking to families, they are less likely to try and get away with 
things.”  She emphasized that it is important for parents to feel comfortable asking 
questions while also feeling comfortable receiving progress information about their 
children.  Marie stated that when people do not necessarily agree with each other, it is 
effective communication skills that allow them to come to common understandings.  
Administrator Joseph also feels that effective communication is an essential piece of 
parent engagement.  He summarized that when positive communication occurs between 
home and school, families and students will be given the services, supports, and strategies 
they need to continue to support positive academic, social, and behavioral growth with 
the students.  With effective two-way communication, parents and school personnel can 
work together to help students grow academically and socially.  
Another important outcome reported for parent engagement activities by 
administrators is for the children to have fun.  Administrator Matthew acknowledged that 
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he focuses on students being happy and having their needs met.  An administrator 
who completed an evaluation for the Trunk-or-Treat program stated that children have to 
want to come to the activity by thinking they are going to have fun so their parents will 
attend the activity as well.  
Providing parents with opportunities to celebrate and appreciate student 
performances was another identified outcome of effective parent engagement activities.  
These opportunities enable parents to have the opportunity to connect with their children 
by demonstrating just how much they appreciate their children’s efforts in their activities.  
An administrator expressed that the students will realize how important they are to their 
parents and just how much their hard work is appreciated by both their parents and school 
personnel.  Administrator Joseph stated that celebrating students’ successes through their 
music, sports, arts, reading, or other interests helps students stay motivated in their 
diversified interests.  He continued to explain that celebrating these diverse interests will 
help students grow up to be well rounded individuals.   
An additional outcome of effective parent engagement activities is to provide 
parents with needed school and important information.  One administrator stated, 
“Activities that provide parents information about the potential hazards that may be 
facing our children that the AVERAGE parent may not be aware of, is beneficial.”  This 
administrator further explained that many parents do not understand the peer pressure and 
social opportunities that students face today.  Providing information to parents will allow 
them to connect with their children and have open and honest conversations about what 
social opportunities they are facing in their lives.  Administrator Joseph feels it is 
important that parents are provided with tools and strategies to help their children 
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academically during parent engagement activities.  He cited the Trunk-or-Treat 
activity as providing books to all children who attend.  Joseph felt the books support 
parents in helping their children learn to read at home.  He also explained that embedding 
parent engagement activities with academic strategies that can be used at home will only 
support the children’s academic growth in the future.  
Strengths.  Administrators identified several strengths of parent engagement 
activities, including: parents learning new information, opening lines of communication 
between home and school, and providing time for parents and students to interact 
together.  
Parent engagement activities are considered successful if the parents who attend 
are engaged and learn something new, according to the administrators of this school 
district.  An added component of learning something new is connecting students and 
families to the curriculum.  The school has offered many reading activity nights and 
provided students and families with books and reading strategies they can use at home, 
according to Administrator Joseph.  Giving families information for how to help their 
children succeed in school is important to Joseph.  Administrator Matthew expressed that 
parent engagement activities are also successful when families learn about social 
concerns and potentially negative influences in a student’s life.   Matthew feels this is the 
information parents need to know, and when they have a new understanding of these 
challenges, the activity has been a success.  
Administrator Marie believes opening lines of communication is a strength of 
parent engagement activities.  She emphasized that once parents and teachers are talking, 
students are more likely to get the support they need.  A parent is more likely to respond 
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positively to a teacher who raises a concern if their interactions have been positive in 
the past.  Administrator Joseph agreed that communication is an indication of successful 
parent engagement.  He feels that through talking with parents, teachers are able to learn 
more about their students’ backgrounds and will be able to directly connect to the 
students’ interests.  Joseph also indicated that it is through open lines of communication 
that one learns of struggles families are facing.  He stated, “At an activity last winter I 
learned about a family that didn’t have heat.  Because they came to an activity to get 
warm, I talked to them, and then connected them with some community resources.”  He 
concluded it is the open communication that will make a difference in families’ lives.  
A common theme reported as a strength of parent engagement activities by 
administrators is providing time for parents and children to interact with each other.  
According to administrator Joseph, parents and children do not have time to relax and 
interact with each other due to busy schedules and the daily management of life.   
An evening or weekend event, where a kid can come and spend an hour or two 
with their parents is precious time together that these families don’t often have.  
That might be two hours that they didn’t normally have, or everyone was running 
a different direction and the child was in front of the TV. (Joseph) 
 
This theme is demonstrated further in the attendance at activities in which students 
participate.  These activities are seen as highly successful because parents attend.  
According to Administrator Matthew, these are the activities parents want to attend, 
instead of attending activities that contain new learning for the parents.  
Challenges.  Administrators identified that the number of parents participating in 
activities, timing and amount of parent engagement activities, and the social distinction 
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between teachers and parents are challenges to effective parent engagement in The 
Ville School District.  
Overall, a challenge of parent engagement activities is having parents participate 
and organize these activities.  According to Administrator Joseph, the more parents who 
attend an event, the more successful the event is.  One major challenge identified by 
Administrator Matthew was the struggle of getting parents to show up for important 
informational activities.  Matthew gave the example of the drug awareness and Internet 
safety nights.  For both of these engagement activities, parents did not show up and 
attendance was between four and ten parents at each.  Matthew further expanded this idea 
by stating that the school had put some time and resources into these nights and they were 
the nights that were not attended.  According to Matthew, when referring to the 
attendance at substantive parent engagement activities, “Priorities are not where they 
should be.”  He felt parents tend to come to activities such as the musical or a 
Renaissance Fair instead of attending an informational session where they will learn new 
important information.  Administrator Marie expanded this reasoning by stating, “It 
seems like the parents you need to get here are the ones you can’t get here.”  To further 
explain, she stated that the parents who come to the school activities are the ones who 
already have supported their children and their children are progressing academically.  
“The students that are struggling academically are the ones that need to have their parents 
or families come in to school to have a conversation.  These are the families that just 
won’t come.” 
Another challenge that Administrator Marie identified is finding a time that 
accommodates the majority of the parents.  She stated that the school struggles to offer 
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parent engagement activities at a time other than the middle of the school day (for 
class parties) or around dinnertime.  To her, both of these times are difficult due to work 
schedules and just daily life routines—eating dinner, doing homework, etc.  Although she 
continued by stating that if the school was able to offer a similar activity during both of 
these times, parents might feel like there are options for them.  As Marie continued her 
thoughts on this topic she identified that when parents are presented with options, they 
are more likely to come in and also they probably feel more welcomed into the school 
and in control of their own engagement with the school district. 
Administrator Joseph agreed that timing is a challenge for effective parent 
engagement, but explained this idea in a different direction.  This administrator reported 
that effective parent engagement activities do not occur often enough.  According to 
Joseph, “An activity is a limited set of time that we are able to give these parents with 
their children.  We created it and made it available for parents.  We need to do more of 
this.”  He also expressed the difficulty in finding times that do not compete with other 
activities—sports in particular.  He indicated that if you have the right time, you will 
have lots of people attend, but if you miss a midget football game schedule, no one will 
be there.  
Another challenge Administrator Joseph identified is the barrier between teachers 
and parents.  In this rural community, he reported, teachers are sometimes set on 
pedestals.  They are often looked up to since they have the best jobs in this community.  
They are also seen as being in a separate world than some of the other working class 
families.  Because teachers are sometimes seen as “untouchable,” the lines of 
communication break down, which leads to a breakdown in participation in effective 
  
113 
parent engagement.  In addition, he stated that he is not sure if some people feel the 
teachers will look down on them because they might be a laborer or they did not go to 
college, but that this is a wall that he has been trying to tear down.  
Table 10 presents a summary of the perceived outcomes, strengths, and 
challenges for parent engagement activities as reported by district administrators.  Each 
administrator stated that while the district has grown and improved parent engagement 
activities over the last several years, there is still room for the district to grow.  Overall, 
district administrators identified that students need to be involved with parent 
engagement activities, and that when students are happy and involved, then their parents 
are happy and involved too.  
 
Table 10 
Identified Parent Engagement Activity Characteristics According to Administrators 
Perceived Outcomes Strengths Challenges 
Positive communication 
between school and home 
Opening lines of 
communication 
Timing of activities 
New learning for parents Parents Learning new 
information 
Number of parent 
engagement activities 
Kids having fun Providing time for parents 
and children to interact 
Social distinction between 
teachers and parents 
Celebrate student 
achievements 
  
 
 
Illustrative examples.  A wide range of parental activities were noted throughout 
the observations, interviews, and focus groups.  Examples of parent engagement activities 
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are described according to the level of target audience and are found in the appendix 
of this dissertation.  Appendices G and H provide details for high school parent 
engagement activities: Poetry Out Loud and ABC’s of College Planning.  Appendices I-L 
provide details for elementary school parent engagement activities: Holiday Crafts, 
Thanksgiving Classroom Party, Christmas Classroom Party, and Trunk-or-Treat.  This 
section provides an overview of other parent engagement activities that occur in The 
Ville School District.  The parent engagement activities described provide data that 
address both research questions:  
1. What do parents, teachers, and administrators identify as characteristics of a rural 
school district that help or hinder parent engagement? 
2. How do the perceptions of parent engagement activities compare among parents, 
teachers, and administrators? 
High school parent engagement activities.  Curricular parent engagement 
activities involved students showcasing their studies through a project in which parents 
participated.  One of the most popular activities reported during this research study was 
the Renaissance Fair.  This Fair is a daylong activity in which the front lawn of the school 
is turned into a small renaissance town.  Senior students take on the persona of someone 
from renaissance times and spend the day as that person, including dressing as that 
person would have dressed, speaking during the day as one would speak during the 
renaissance time, and completing activities they would have during the Renaissance time 
period.  Parents support this day by volunteering at the festival or coming and visiting the 
school and students.  Parent volunteers cook renaissance period food for the students.  
Parents are also able to participate by buying their own food or paying to play in some 
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games throughout the day.  Students also entertain the audience with music and 
activities from the time period.   
Logs to Lumber is another parent engagement activity for this school district.  
This whole day festival includes a variety of activities that connect the students, teachers, 
families, and community.  Local businesses set up a booth that educates the community 
about themselves, there are games and activities for elementary students, and high school 
technology education students participate by selling items they have made in class and 
through leading activities (for example, read alouds for the younger students) and 
participating in challenges.  Families and community members are encouraged to attend 
to support the students and the school.  
At the high school level, extra-curricular activities are where the majority of 
parent participation occurs, according to Administrator Matthew.  These activities range 
from musically based activities to sports-related activities.  Parent Rachel chooses to be 
involved in activities based on in what extra-curricular activities her children are 
involved.  She found that the best way to be involved with her children was to be 
involved with her children’s activities.  According to Rachel, most parents who have 
children involved with the music program in any way are involved with the music booster 
clubs.  The same holds true for other sports booster clubs.  Rachel is involved in both the 
basketball and the baseball booster clubs because this keeps her engaged and up to date 
with her children’s activities.  This parent explained further that during the games and 
practice times, parents are able to interact with each other and network as a way to stay 
engaged with their students and the school.  
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Booster clubs are also active parent engagement organizations that work to 
connect parents to school activities.  These clubs support a variety of programs at the 
high school level: music booster clubs, art booster club, and just about every sport has a 
booster club that connects to it.  According to Parent Ashley, “Booster clubs are a place 
to start.  They are connected to school in some ways but not directly connected to 
teachers and administrators.  They are sometimes perceived as a safe way to start 
connecting with the school.”  Ashley further explained that the responsibilities of these 
clubs include making sure the team has all the equipment they need, ensuring all students 
can participate in all activities, raising money to support the team, and being the voice of 
the team if any controversies arise.  
Elementary parent engagement observations.  An important parent engagement 
activity at the elementary level is the back to school night.  Several teachers now hold 
this night before school even starts so the students and their family can become familiar 
with the classroom, the teacher, expectations of the school, and routines.  Teacher Ashley 
started to implement the back to school night at which time she reviews the curriculum 
and expectations to which the students will be held throughout the year.  For her, it is 
important the parents walk away from this night with high expectations for her as a 
teacher and for the children as students.  She also hopes they walk away with more 
“tools” to support their children with homework and studying throughout the year.  
Parent Heather agreed that back to school nights are vital to the success of her children.  
According to Heather, these nights provide a platform for setting high expectations and to 
have conversations with her children about the upcoming school year.  She noticed that 
her children have a much lower stress level walking into the school at the beginning of 
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the school year when they have already heard about the expectations and seen the 
classroom setup.  This connection comes back to creating personal relationships within 
the school district to support the success of the students.  
At the elementary school level, opening lines of communication through the use 
of a journal or communication log that is shared between home and school is viewed as 
an effective way to engage parents.  Administrator Marie reported that to engage split 
families, a behavior journal was kept all week and shared between both sets of parents.  
One parent would provide rewards and incentives on the weekend while the other parent 
would provide incentives for the student’s positive behavior during the week.  This 
journal kept all educational stakeholders for the child engaged and informed with the 
child’s progress.  
Other common parent engagement activities at the elementary level that were 
described include holiday parties within the classroom and parents as chaperones for field 
trips.  The majority of teachers in this school have holiday parties in which one parent 
will bring in a snack and one parent will bring in an activity.  The majority of the parties 
last 90 minutes and are held within the school classroom the day before a school 
vacation.  According to Parent Heather, the key to successful parties and field trips is 
organization.  The teacher has to provide the shell of the organization so parents can 
easily fit into the classroom routines and expectations.  
Fun Fest and the School Fair are also popular activities at the elementary level.  
These activities work as a fundraiser for the PTO at each elementary school.  At both 
events, teachers and parents come together and create booths where families can 
participate in a game, craft, or buy food.  Besides being a fundraiser, the goals are for 
  
118 
school personnel, families, and the community to come together and provide children 
with a good time.  Some of the activities include face painting, a balloon animal, a silent 
auction, and a literacy component to the day.  There are community members, for 
example the Fair Queen, that come in a read to the children.  All students are given a set 
number of tickets to participate and then parents can buy more tickets.  Children of all 
ages are encouraged to participate even if they are not a student at the specific school.  
One parent engagement activity observed or identified by participants during the 
data collection process and that exhibited uniquely rural school characteristics at the 
elementary school was the holiday party.  The Christmas Classroom Party is a distinctly 
rural Pennsylvania parent engagement activity due to the lack of diversity experienced 
within this school district.  Every class in the school has a Christmas Party at the same 
day and the same time.  In this rural school setting, there is not one student or employee 
known at Maple Elementary who does not celebrate Christmas.  Therefore, it is widely 
accepted and heavily expected that the school will be decorated with traditional 
Christmas decorations and will celebrate Christmas together. 
The descriptive details of parent engagement activities that were provided through 
focus groups, interviews, observations, and event evaluations summarize the wide range 
of parent engagement activities offered at all levels of the school district.  Not only do 
these activities provide essential data that connect directly to the research questions, but 
the data also directly connect to the perceptions of parent engagement activities of 
parents, teachers, and administrators.  To further identify the characteristics of effective 
parent engagement activities, parents, teachers, and administrators provided details about 
what they would consider an ideal parent engagement activity.  
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Ideal Parent Engagement Activity 
As part of the data collection for this research, descriptions of the ideal parent 
engagement activity were collected from parents, teachers, and administrators.  Common 
themes that occurred throughout each participant group include 100% participation by 
parents, develop positive relationships between school and home, and timing activities so 
that every parent can participate.  
Parent perspectives.  One of the most emphasized themes throughout this 
research is that an ideal parent engagement program will have 100% parent participation.  
Parent Catherine expressed that an ideal parent engagement program would be one in 
which all parents can participate and in which all parents feel welcome.  Another parent, 
Amy, agreed and stated that having all parents attend a parent engagement activity would 
help all students involved.  She explained further that all students would feel their 
schooling is important and other students would understand that all students have 
supportive families.  
Timing is a second major theme for the ideal parent engagement program that was 
important to all research participant groups.  Parents emphasized that an ideal parent 
engagement program is one that is ongoing and occurs at all times of the year.  Another 
parent Catherine would like a parent engagement program that provides multiple sessions 
with flexible time schedules so all parents have the opportunity to participate no matter 
when they work.  Parent Catherine concurred and stated that an ideal parent engagement 
program, “would be a time in which parents and children can spend time together, but 
also interact with school staff.”  Parent Rachel expanded this idea and stated that the kids 
need to be the priority of parent engagement activities.  
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Involving the community is another component identified by parents in an 
ideal engagement program.  Parent Heather reported that effective parent engagement 
needs to not only involve community resources to both develop and improve the 
educational system but to also improve the community as a whole.  She cited that if her 
children stay in this community as they get older, she wants to know she has done 
everything she could to help support and grow the community.  This connection between 
home, school, and community was further teased out by Parent Heather who indicated 
that an ideal parent engagement activity should comprise two parts: one educational and 
one recreational.  In addition, Heather stated that it is important for this activity to 
connect school, home, and community to demonstrate one solid community 
collaboration.  An elementary parent also stated in a program evaluation that it is 
important for the children to see that their parents are interested in their school projects 
and friends.  A parent reported in their Poetry Out Loud evaluation form that a parent 
engagement activity is effective if “Children, parents, and school work together.”  Parents 
also reported, through other program evaluations, that there should be an open forum in 
which they feel comfortable asking questions.  Encouraging open communication 
between home and school will help develop positive relationships between parents and 
teachers.  
Parent Ella expanded on the development of building relationships by stating an 
ideal parent engagement opportunity would involve all students and all parents in one 
classroom.  She stated, “Maybe the parents could start communicating with each other.”  
She explained that even if parents connect through texting, it is a start of positive 
communication.  She further stated it would help to know what was going in the 
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classroom, including offering a way to ask questions.  Parent Rachel agreed with Ella 
and expressed that effective parent engagement should connect parents together to 
develop cohorts that could support each other throughout the year.   
Another aspect of the ideal parent engagement program identified by parents who 
participated in this research study is that it should require limited resources to develop 
and implement, and families would not need to spend money to participate.  Parent 
Catherine emphasized that many parents within this community do not have the resources 
to spend on any “extras” during the month.  She stated, “The extras that get cut from 
budgets are often the extra activities at school.”  Parent Natalie agreed with this idea and 
stated that parents are uncomfortable coming to school when they know they need to 
spend more money.  She emphasized that the most effective parent engagement activities 
are ones at which no extra money is needed by the parents.  
An elementary parent identified that age-appropriate and well-organized activities 
are the most effective parent engagement activities.  Parent Ella expanded on this idea by 
stating that providing parents enough notification of an activity will increase parent 
involvement.  She stated: 
I don’t like it when people just spring stuff on me, like oh, in three days we’re 
going to be doing this, you need to buy this, this, and this . . . I need help with this 
and that. It doesn’t give you much time to prepare yourself. 
 
She further explained that a well-organized event would give everyone enough time to 
plan to attend and participate.  Another parent concurred with this idea and further 
explained that all participants need to act together as a team.  This parent stated, “When 
people act as a team to put together parent engagement activities, the most important 
people benefit – the kids!” 
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Teacher perspectives.  One aspect of an ideal parent engagement activity, 
according to teachers, is to have effective communication with all parents.  Teacher 
Samantha feels that having ongoing, consistent, appropriate communication is essential 
for effective parent communication.  She expressed that it is her job to make this 
communication through the engagement activities she implements with her parents.  
Teacher Elizabeth agreed that an effective parent engagement program brings together 
parents, students, and teachers and allows for a constructive and productive conversation 
to occur between all participants.  The conversation would center on the goals each group 
has and ways everyone can support each other to achieve those goals. 
Teachers responded to the parent engagement program evaluations by stating that 
a parent engagement activity is effective if there is student involvement, purposeful 
intent, and academic implications.  Another teacher identified that it is important for her 
to find out what parents needs and then being available to them.  Teachers also identified 
that an effective parent engagement activity provides an opportunity for parents to 
become involved in school activities that exposes them to the school atmosphere and 
personnel.  This teacher further stated that it is important for students to see their parents 
interested in their school life. 
Teacher Ashley expressed that the ideal parent engagement activity would have 
every parent participate.  She stated, “I think first of all that you’d have 100% 
participation with the parents because that still doesn’t happen.”  Samantha agreed that 
parent participation is a key to parent engagement success.  She stated, “The more 
successful the program, the more parents will attend.  As a teacher, I need to reach all of 
my parents.”  One teacher identified through a program evaluation that it is important to 
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have a balance across population demographics, particularly socioeconomic groups.  
This teacher went on to state that it is their responsibility to encourage more participation 
from parents in the lower socioeconomic groups.  
Another common theme expressed by teachers is that parent engagement 
activities should be offered at different times so more parents can participate.  Teacher 
Samantha stated that she tries to alter the times that she invites parents, from evenings to 
early mornings so she has a greater chance of interacting with all parents.  Another 
teacher identified in their program evaluation that it is important to survey the parents as 
to what time they can participate, and then to plan activities around those times.  
Administrator perspectives.  Communication is a key for an ideal parent 
engagement activity.  Administrator Marie explained that having open lines of 
communication are important but they cannot always be on ways to support your child 
academically.  “The communication needs to be fluid and natural flowing.  Not every 
single tiny detail needs to be addressed.”  To her, communication between the families 
and the schools needs to be ongoing and addresses both positives and concerns and needs 
to occur in a two-way fashion.  “Parents need to feel that they can reach out to school just 
as much as the school should feel comfortable to reach out to them.” 
Administrator Joseph emphasized that an ideal parent engagement program would 
provide opportunities for all parents to participate at a variety of times.  He summarized 
that to accommodate the many different schedules of families, the school is responsible 
for offering a variety of parent engagement activities at a variety of times.  According to 
Joseph, until 100% of the parents participate with school on a regular basis, there will be 
room to grow effective parent engagement practices for this school district.  
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Involving the community is also supported by the collected data from this 
research study as a goal of an ideal parent engagement activity.  According to Joseph, 
connecting to community organizations and businesses helps support engagement with 
the school across a variety of settings.  He demonstrated this by stating “building bridges 
with the library or the summer day cares allows us to continue communication with our 
families during summer months.  Connecting throughout the whole year is essential to 
provide students a smooth transition between settings.”  
According to an administrator who was responding to a program evaluation, 
parent engagement activities are effective when they showcase student performances or 
provide parents information that is necessary for them to understand the challenges and 
struggles students face today.  The parents are provided information of which they may 
not already be aware.  Another administrator also indicated that it is important for 
children and parents to have the opportunity to interact at a time that is convenient for 
both groups.  Administrator Matthew added comments with a focus on the students.  
When asked to describe the ideal parent engagement program, he stated it would be a 
program in which the students would be happy.  “We are here for the kids.  If the kids 
have pride in their school and if the kids respect what’s going on here and they’re happy 
about what’s going on here, I think the parents are.”  He did not explain what would 
make the students happy.  Administrator Marie feels the ideal parent engagement activity 
needs to provide some balance between their child’s progress and the opportunity to have 
fun. 
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Table 11 summarizes the desired outcomes of ideal parent engagement 
activities as reported by parents, teachers, and administrators.  These outcomes provide 
insight into what each stakeholder group identified as effective parent engagement 
practices.  
 
Table 11 
Parent Engagement Outcomes 
Parents Teachers Administrators 
Positive relationships 
between school and 
home 
Connecting parents 
and teachers 
Positive communication 
between school and home 
New learning for 
parents 
New learning for 
parents 
New learning for parents 
Kids having fun  Kids having fun 
 
Building Relationships 
with other parents 
 Celebrate student 
achievements 
 
 
All three stakeholder groups—parents, teachers, and administrators—identified 
that building positive relationships through improved communication is an essential 
component of effective parent engagement activities.  Stakeholders also agreed that 
parents should learn about the school and their child’s education through parent 
engagement activities.  The perceived outcomes of effective parent engagement activities 
vary across different populations (parents, teachers, and administrators), although 
common themes wove the participants’ goals together.  The two common themes that 
cross all populations involved in this study were connecting parent and teachers and 
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providing families with new learnings or information that will support their children.  
Connecting parents and teachers was explicitly stated for both teachers and parents, while 
administrators expressed that opening lines of communication is essential for effective 
parent engagement activities.  Administrators explained that positive communication will 
lead to better relationships between the school and families.  All three groups of 
participants expressed that effective parent engagement activities provide families with 
new ideas and concepts specific to their children’s educational environment.  This new 
learning may be academically, behaviorally, or socially focused, but overall it will 
provide a better glimpse into what the child is experiencing in their own lives. 
Results and Interpretations 
Analysis of the rich, qualitative data from interviews and focus groups with 
parents, teachers, and administrators, combined with the observations of parent 
engagement activities, revealed five findings: (a) smallness of a rural school district is 
seen as a strength and challenge for effective parent engagement activities, (b) 
developing personal connections within a rural community, (c) opening lines of 
communication, (d) developing parent to parent relationships, and (e) gaining the 
perspective from inactive parents.  This section presents how the findings of this 
dissertation extend knowledge in the fields of rural school districts and effective parent 
engagement.  
Finding One: Rural School “Smallness” 
This study found that “smallness” of this rural school district can be both a 
strength and a challenge for effective parent engagement activities.  When participants 
referred to smallness as a strength, they referenced the physical size of the school district, 
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the limited number of students in each class, and the opportunities that living in a 
small community provide for families to develop close connections with others.  
Participants also identified how smallness within this rural school district hinders 
effective parent engagement.  With a small community, members tend to know each 
other and know about any struggles they are experiencing.  The “smallness” of the 
community can also get in the way of people letting go of negative feelings they have 
towards someone and allowing a positive relationship to develop within the school 
system.  
There is limited research addressing the strengths and challenges of the 
“smallness” of a rural school district.  Hobbs (1981) called for research to determine 
whether the “smallness” of a rural school district made the district inferior to larger 
school districts.  Hobbs’s definition of “smallness” centered on sizes and numbers of the 
resources the district had.  He did not take into account the close personal connections the 
participants in this research study considered an identifiable, positive characteristic of 
“smallness” of a community.  Previous research has considered the role of size in rural 
settings, but that research has been limited to the quantity of resources or the size of the 
population (Hobbs, 1981).   
Schram (1993) expanded on the notion of smallness and reflected how the 
smallness of a rural school district leads to transparent actions by all students.  Student 
participants in the research study, who were refugees in a New England school district, 
indicated they would prefer to be living in a larger community so everyone would not 
know about their actions and circumstances.  The students further expressed that the 
majority of teachers had preconceived notions that they were going to misbehave or not 
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do well in school.  Student participants indicated that they did not feel comfortable 
with fighting these stereotypes (Schram, 1993).  
This dissertation study expands upon the work of previous scholars by looking at 
size, in particular smallness, in its complexity.  A second area in which this research also 
adds to the current research base is the location of the research.  This research occurred in 
a rural school district within the United States.  The majority of current rural research 
studies are based in other countries, such as China (You & Annim, 2014; Zhao & 
Barakat, 2015) and Australia (Kline, White, & Lock, 2013; Roberts, & Green, 2013; 
Trinidad, Sharplin, Ledger, & Broadley, 2014).  Educational researchers in the United 
States tend to be more focused on urban education, with rural education frequently taking 
a back seat.  
Finding Two: Developing Personal Connections Within a Rural Community 
Parents, teachers, and administrators overwhelmingly reported that developing 
personal connections within the rural community and within the rural school district is 
both a strength and a challenge for effective parent engagement activities.  The 
dichotomy of personal connections as both a strength and challenge provides rich insight 
into the personal connections that develop within a rural school district.  While these 
personal connections are a strength with developing positive communication between 
schools and families, it is clear that there is a line that is often crossed in which the 
relationships become a challenge that both school employees and parents need to 
negotiate.  Parents, teachers, and administrators look towards the development of 
personal relationships as a characteristic of effective rural parent engagement activities, 
as well as a unique attribute for rural school districts.   
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One focus of developing personal connections that was described by research 
participants is that parents are trying to find the relationships that would benefit them the 
most.  Study participants—administrators, in particular—identified parents who seek out 
relationships that will improve their social status and access to resources within both the 
school and the community.  Lareau and Horvat (1999) described this process as 
activating social capital.  In their study, parents were able to influence how individual 
characteristics contributed to the capital from which their children benefit.  The social 
networks parents are able to activate to benefit their children are described by Horvat, 
Weininger, and Lareau (2003) as occurring most often with middle-class families.  These 
researchers conclude that social networks used to activate social capital are not typically 
utilized by working-class and poor families.  Horvat et al. (2003) continued to describe 
the social networking by families as homogeneous.  In other words, working-class and 
poor families tend not to include middle-class or upper-class professionals in their social 
networking, thus making it difficult for these families to activate their social networks to 
benefit their children (Horvat et al., 2003). 
In The Ville’s community, the median household income is $10,000 less than the 
state average for Pennsylvania, and only 13.2% of the community hold a bachelor’s 
degree or higher (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015).  This places the overwhelmingly majority 
of the parents in this rural Title I school district in the working class.  Within this rural 
community, participants of this research reported their desire to connect with other 
parents to increase involvement with their own children and their children’s education.  
Several parents reported they wanted connections with other parents to increase their own 
knowledge of what was going on in school.  Parents Cathy and Grace reported a desire to 
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have a network of parents to ask homework questions or to ask about the specifics of 
an activity.  Parent Ella concurred with the desire to connect to other parents through text 
messages or phone calls for clarification of teacher expectations.  This desire to connect 
with other parents is reflected in the micro-level of educational support.  Parents are 
focused on developing connections through activities or class parties.  Parents did not 
report a desire to connect with other parents through macro-level change efforts, such as 
changing school policy or being involved with the development of school policies or 
curriculum.   
Horvat et al.’s (2003) research concluded that middle-class parents desire to 
enhance their social capital through parent-to-parent social networks and that these 
connections do not occur as often with working-class families.  Consistent with Lareau 
and Horvat’s (1999) research, my findings demonstrate that working-class families desire 
to build parent-to-parent networks.  The research participants noted they needed to begin 
to develop their social connections at the grass roots level.  The parents need to develop 
their social connections first before they can begin to think about expanding their 
networking abilities to maximize their social capital.  My findings expand upon Lareau 
and Horvat’s research by looking beyond the urban context where their work is set and 
considering parent involvement in a rural Title I school district.  
While the initial focus of this research study was not specifically designed to 
investigate social capital, rich descriptions provided by participants indicated that social 
capital is leveraged in this rural school district.  This research adds to the current research 
base of how parents, teachers, and administrators within a rural school district utilize 
their social capital to develop personal connections.  
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Finding Three: Opening Lines of Communication 
An essential finding of improved parent engagement noted across participant 
groups is the opening of communication between stakeholders.  Participants identified 
opening lines of communication as both a way to improve effective parent engagement 
practices as well as an added benefit from effective parent engagement activities.  When 
school personnel initiate conversations with parents, a genuine interest in the child’s 
academic success is demonstrated to parents.  Parents have expressed that they feel 
teachers care about their children when they start a conversation with them.  
Administrator Joseph has experienced this when he has participated in asking families 
how they are at an afterschool activity.  Once he started the conversation, the parents 
continued the conversation the next time they were with him.  Joseph stated that school 
just needs to make the initial contact with families to show interest.  He further 
summarized that once initial contact is made, parents are more likely to be engaged 
within the school setting.  Data collected during this study also pointed to parents’ desires 
to take the lead on opening lines of communication.  Parents who attended parent 
engagement activities indicated that once they made their presence known to the teachers, 
contact with the teachers is improved and becomes more frequent.  
In addition to initiating communication, teachers and administrators took the lead 
with planning and coordinating parent engagement activities.  Parent participants 
identified that the school provides the outline and expectations of parent engagement 
activities, while the parents provide the manpower and other resources to make the 
activities happen.  The parent volunteers implemented the events based on the school’s 
expectations.  While this structure provided for a systematic way for schools to facilitate 
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parent engagement activities, it did not allow for organically grown activities 
developed by the parents to be offered.  
Henderson et al. (2007) clearly place the responsibility for initiating 
communication on the school system.  According to Henderson et al. (2007), it is the 
responsibility of senior leadership within a school district to create a culture in which it is 
expected that all school personnel are committed to family and community involvement.  
Barton and Coley (2007) agree that school systems should take the lead on home/school 
communication and let families know that just being involved will begin to make a 
difference.  One benefit of the school district initiating open communication is that the 
school has control over how open communication works.  The district will be able to set 
the tone, topics, and amount of time that is spent by school personnel when 
communicating with families.  Wanat (2010) concludes that communication between 
parents and schools needs to be more welcoming and systematic to include all parents.  
When communication is improved, parents will have an increased awareness of school 
activities, which will lead to improved student educational experiences (Epstein et al., 
2009).  A second benefit for the district is to gain buy-in from families.  When school 
personnel initiate a conversation with families, families receive the message that the 
school is invested in their child.  The more a family witnesses that school personnel care 
about their children, the more likely they will partner with school personnel to provide 
the best educational environment for all students (Epstein et al., 2009; Mapp, 2003; 
Wanat, 2010).  
This dissertation study enhances the current literature base of communication 
practices within a school district.  Overall, findings of this study confirm previous 
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research that states effective communication practices leads to improved parent 
engagement practices.  Where this research expands on the current literature base is with 
the data indicating parents feel they are responsible for opening lines of communication, 
between themselves and school personnel.   
Finding Four: Developing Parent-to-Parent Relationships 
One unexpected outcome that emerged from the data is that parents feel an 
effective parent engagement activity provides opportunities for parents to connect with 
one another.  Parent Ella expressed that having a “go-to” group of parents where she can 
ask questions and socialize will help her not feel isolated when she is in the school.  
Parent Cathy concurred with this idea of having a go-to group of parents.  She 
summarized that at the high school level, reaching out to other parents to find out about 
assignments or tests is essential because her student shares less and less each year.  Parent 
Grace expanded on this and stated that she has a group of parents with children in the 
same grade that send out group texts about important dates.  Without this support 
network, Grace reported she would be lost.  
Ishimaru (2014) described this process of parents organizing as the beginnings of 
parents working collaboratively with school districts to provide a voice for frequently 
unheard parents within the school reform process.  Ishimaru (2014) further discussed 
these parent conversations as a way for greater community involvement and enhanced 
understanding of the school district in which these families participate.  This increase in 
communication and connections between parents is a part of several of Epstein et al.’s 
(2009) six identified types of involvement to improve school climate and school success.  
Improving the connections and collaborations between parents will support parenting and 
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communicating fields of involvement while leading to more effective school and 
family partnerships.  This research finding corroborates the research base that developing 
relationships and connections between stakeholders is essential for effective parent 
engagement practices, but expands upon this point by showing that effective parent 
engagement activities need to allow parents to develop their own social networks.  
Finding Five: Inactive Parent Engagement 
A unique feature of this research study was to reach out and attempt to engage 
parents who were considered inactive within a school district.  Parent Ella summarized 
that if her child’s teacher would tell her what she needed to do at home, she would do it.  
She also expressed that she wants to be able to communicate with other parents to clarify 
and understand the educational system.   
This research greatly contributes to the research base of parent engagement 
activities by engaging the voice of an inactive parent within the school district.  The vast 
majority of studies that have focused on including parent perceptions of effective 
engagement include parents involved in the school district as participants.  Mapp (2003) 
completed a qualitative research study with 18 parents who identified themselves as 
being involved with their children’s school district.  These parents identified why they are 
actively involved with the school district.  Other researchers have reported strategies to 
increase active parent involvement based on the input of teachers, administrators, and 
active parents (Epstein, 2011; Henderson et al., 2002; Mapp, 2003).  The missing voice to 
this study includes the parents who are not active.  Researchers need to ask parents who 
are traditionally not engaged how the school system can affect positive change to 
encourage them to become actively engaged.  
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Summary 
Parents, teachers, and administrators provided detail descriptions of both a rural 
school community and their perceptions of parent engagement activities within this 
school district.  The data collected highlighted similarities and differences between 
perceptions of these stakeholder groups.  For a school district, as well as for researchers, 
to effectively implement parent engagement activities, it is important to understand the 
similarities and differences as reported by these stakeholders.  
The first research question, “What do parents, teachers, and administrators 
identify as characteristics of a rural school district that help or hinder parent 
engagement?” addresses the characteristics within a rural school district and community 
that support effective parent engagement practices.  Participants summarized that the 
development of personal connections with the support of the smallness of the rural 
community lead to the development of effective parent engagement activities.  
The second research question, how do the perceptions of parent engagement 
activities compare among parents, teachers, and administrators? also highlighted the 
participants’ desires to improve the personal connections among all stakeholder groups 
(parents, teachers, and administrators) and within each stakeholder group.  Participants 
reported that improved communication practices will lead to better personal connections, 
which in turn build more effective parent engagement activities for the school district.  
Overall, the research participants reported very positive experiences with parent 
engagement in this rural Title I school.  When asked to “describe parent involvement in 
your school in three words,” Administrator Joseph chose “enthusiastic,” “welcoming,” 
and “determined.”  All participants indicated that while parent engagement is a positive 
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strong force in the school, there is room to grow.  According to Joseph, until 100% of 
parents and families participate in a positive way with the school, this district needs to 
continue to improve their effective parent engagement practices.  
Analyzing the perceptions of parent engagement activities in a rural school 
district provided three distinct findings that connected the importance of personal 
relationships within this rural school district: developing personal connections within a 
rural community, opening lines of communication, and developing parent-to-parent 
relationships.  The identified importance of developing personal connections underscores 
the importance of effective parent engagement activities in a rural school setting 
providing the social capital and opportunities for parents, teachers, and administrators.  
While this section analyzed the data and demonstrated that there are both strengths and 
challenges within a rural school environment for communication and parent connections, 
the data overwhelmingly demonstrate that parent engagement is a strong goal and focus 
for this rural school district.  The research participants reported that The Ville has come a 
long way with their parent engagement activities and community.  Parent Heather 
summarized it the best, “I think the district has come a long way.  I think we’re a work in 
progress.”  Administrator Joseph described the district’s starting goal, “Making the initial 
contact is enough to get parents in the door.  After that we will keep them (parents and 
families) coming.” 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
Parent engagement is widely regarded as an effective best practice for school 
districts to utilize to not only connect to the local community, but also as a vehicle to 
increase student achievement (Tan & Goldberg, 2009).  This dissertation was designed to 
uncover the differences in perspectives of parent engagement activities through the lenses 
of parents, teachers, and administrators.  Griffin and Galassi (2010) identified several 
challenges for engaging parents in a rural school setting including: transportation, lack of 
social networking opportunities, and lower educational levels for parents.  Understanding 
the specific challenges facing one rural school district that impact effective parental 
engagement practices in a student’s educational program provides school districts clearer 
understanding of what programs and tools more successfully connect (partner) families 
and communities and provide the most effective educational experience to its students 
and community.   
The purpose of this qualitative study was designed to paint a picture and compare 
the perceptions of effective parent engagement in a rural Title I school district through 
the lenses of parents, teachers, and administrators.  Understanding the perceptions of the 
effectiveness of parent engagement strategies in rural schools by district administrators, 
teachers, and parents provided insights into what engagement activities, if any, have a 
positive impact on students, parents, teachers, and administrators.  
  
138 
Through a series of observations, event evaluations, interviews, and focus 
groups, data were collected from all participant groups to answer the following guiding 
research questions:  
1. What do parents, teachers, and administrators identify as characteristics of a rural 
school district that help or hinder parent engagement? 
2. How do the perceptions of parent engagement activities compare among parents, 
teachers, and administrators?  
The Ville School District was chosen as the rural Title I school district for this 
research study because of their proximity to the researcher and their continued focus on 
improving their parent engagement activities.  Following the superintendent’s permission 
for this research study, administrators actively involved in parent engagement activities 
were identified.  Through administrative interviews, and with the help of the school 
psychologist and guidance counselor, parent and teacher participants were also identified.  
A total of 33 people participated in this research study: 27 parents, three teachers, 
and three administrators.  Taken together, these interviews revealed a rich tapestry of 
perspectives on (a) living in a rural school district and (b) the strengths, challenges, and 
outcomes of effective parent engagement activities.  Administrators, teachers, and parents 
were interviewed and completed event evaluations for parent engagement activities.  
Parents also participated in semi-structured focus groups to share additional experiences 
and opinions about the effectiveness of rural school parent engagement activities.  
Once the data were collected, the constant comparative analysis (CCA) method 
was used by the researcher to develop codes and connect the collected data to themes.  
Through CCA, the initial codes were continually refined with new connections being 
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identified (Creswell, 2012).  The Kaleidoscope Method of comparing data allowed 
each separate datapoint to be connected and developed into common themes (Dye et al., 
2000).  CCA, along with the Kaleidoscope Method for looking at data, provides a lens 
through which nuances and connections were identified via individual datapoints and the 
data as a whole. 
Parents, teachers, and administrators identified rural school characteristics that 
they determined both support and challenge effective parent engagement activities.  All 
three stakeholder groups identified the smallness of the school district as a strength of 
parent engagement activities.  Participants identified that the small school and small class 
size led to more comfortable interactions between students and teachers, as well as to an 
increase in opportunities for field trips and other class participation activities.  Parents, 
teachers, and administrators also identified community support as a strength of this rural 
school district.  Teachers in particular identified that when a class or the school district as 
a whole is in need of a resource, the community will work together to provide those 
resources.  This smaller rural school district allows for greater community connections 
across all stakeholder groups.   
Personal connections were identified as both a strength and challenge within the 
rural school setting.  All groups of participants identified that most people in the 
community and school district knew each other.  As a result, parents, teachers, 
administrators, and often students, know each other prior to establishing connections 
during the school year.  Participants identified that personal connections can also be a 
challenge when too much personal student or family information is shared within the 
school environment.  Teachers, specifically, identified the difficulties to separate personal 
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and professional lives when you have personal connections with the student and their 
families both inside and outside the school setting.  Another challenge identified by 
participants was that there were often limited resources available to provide students with 
opportunities within the school system.  An example that parents identified was the need 
to travel outside the school district for a minimum of a half an hour for their children to 
participate in swim lessons or other sports.  Finally, parents and teachers cited the lack of 
exposure to culturally diverse activities within the school system as a challenge to 
overcome if they were to increase student achievement.  Participants noted that families 
are required to make a conscious effort to provide children with diverse experiences 
beyond the rural community in which they live.  
The data collected from parents, teachers, and administrators also revealed desired 
outcomes, strengths, and challenges of parent engagement activities.  Parents, teachers, 
and administrators identified creating positive connections between school and home and 
providing parents with new understandings of the educational system as desired 
outcomes of parent engagement activities.  Additionally, parents and administrators 
wanted students to have fun at parent engagement activities.  Both stakeholder groups 
stated that when students are having fun, the parents are also having fun, and, as a result, 
the students wanted to participate in such activities more often.  Administrators agreed 
with the parents and expanded on having fun at school activities by stating that when kids 
are happy, parents are happy, and then no one is unhappy.  Administrators also 
recognized that an outcome of parent engagement activities should be to celebrate student 
achievement.  They expressed that these activities are times when students could show 
off their skills and talents and be celebrated by both school personnel and their families.   
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Parents also stated that another desired outcome of student and parent 
engagement activities is having the ability to connect with other parents.  Engaging with 
other parents was reported as a way to expand their own social networking and improve 
their connections within the community.  Similar to the identified outcomes of parent 
engagement activities, a strength of these activities is the ability for lines of 
communication to be opened.  All three stakeholder groups saw this as a way to improve 
home, school, and community relationships.  Another strength reported by parents and 
administrators about parent engagement activities is the opportunity to develop positive 
relationships between the school and parents, as well as between the parents and their 
children.  
Challenges of parent engagement opportunities were also identified by all three 
stakeholder groups: parents, teachers, and administrators.  Several of the identified 
challenges were structural in nature: the timing of the activities, structure and 
organization of the events, and having all stakeholders participate (parents, teachers, and 
administrators).  These challenges identified how the activities are organized and the 
flexibility built into the activities to encourage all groups to participate.  Other challenges 
that were identified related to parent/school relationships and included a social distinction 
between teachers and parents as reported by administrators and encouraging parents to 
come to school activities with positive attitudes towards the school and teachers.  
Out of the analysis of the data captured for this study, three major findings 
emerged: (a) The Development of Personal Connections within a Rural Community, (b) 
Opening the Lines of Communication through Parent Engagement Activities, and (c) 
Development of Parent-to-Parent Connections.  When examined as a group, these 
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findings highlight the desire that parents, teachers, and administrators have to 
improve their relationships with one another.  Parent engagement activities were reported 
to be important vehicles for improving communication, understandings, and connections 
between home and school personnel.  Positive communication skills were identified 
across all three stakeholder groups as a strength of parent engagement activities.  When 
positive communication skills are developed and used, personal connections are 
enhanced.  Parents also explained that a personal connection with other parents is a 
desired outcome of effective parent engagement activities.  Enhancing a parent’s network 
with other parents and within the community through parent engagement activities was 
identified as a positive outcome for parents.  
This fifth and final chapter concludes this dissertation.  This chapter draws upon 
the three key findings from this research: (a) The Development of Personal Connections 
within a Rural Community, (b) Opening the Lines of Communication through Parent 
Engagement Activities, and (c) Development of Parent-to-Parent Connections, which are 
utilized to address the research questions in the Conclusion.  Actionable solutions for all 
participant groups are also presented, as well as recommendations for future research 
studies.  
Conclusions 
In this qualitative research study, the researcher sought to understand the 
differences in perspectives between parents, teachers, and administrators with regard to 
effective parent engagement activities in a rural Title I school district.  This conclusion 
provides an overview of the research data and its analysis connected to the guiding 
research questions.  
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Research Question One: What do parents, teachers, and administrators identify 
as characteristics of a rural school district that help or hinder parent engagement? 
 
Several specific rural school characteristics were identified as promoting effective 
parent engagement activities within this rural Title I school district and identified as 
strengths as well as challenges: (a) the smallness of the district and community, (b) the 
development of parent-to-parent connections, and (c) the ability to develop personal 
connections inside and outside school.   
Parents, teachers, and administrators identified that the smallness of the school 
and community was both a blessing and a curse.  The smallness of the community and 
school district point to the conclusion that context matters in consideration of effective 
parent engagement activities.  In a rural school setting, the size of the community and 
school makes a difference.  Parents, teachers, and administrators identified that smaller 
class sizes lead to increased opportunities for communication between home and school, 
as well as more social activities for students to participate in that actively connect school 
and home.  The smallness of the school district also, by nature, promotes personal 
connections between school and home.  Parents, teachers, and administrators have 
connections both within the school and community settings.  When starting the school 
year, all participant groups come to the table with preconceived ideas about each other.  It 
is essential for parents, teachers, and administrators to use the smallness of the 
community to promote positive relationships and communication practices.  
A second key finding further supported by the smallness of the district is the 
desire for parents to connect to one another.  Several parents, such as Cathy and Lauren, 
emphasized that in the rural community, the main place to meet people with similar 
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interests is through the school.  Lauren noted that her child’s activities most often 
occur at the school (for example the baseball fields) or through the school such as band 
and choir.  It is during these practice times that parents are able to connect with each 
other.  The smallness of the community and the school districts leads to increased 
opportunities for parents to enhance their social networking connections with other 
parents.    
A third key finding of parent engagement opportunities in a rural school setting is 
that parents, teachers, and administrators often have the personal connections outside 
school that serve as both positive and negative aspects for developing connections within 
the education environment.  This desire for improved personal connections is also 
directly connected to the smallness of the community and school district.  Every 
stakeholder comes to the table with preconceived ideas about each other in this rural 
community.  Administrator Marie noted that sometimes it is hard to let go of social 
knowledge of a parent when trying to develop the best possible educational program for a 
child.  She stated that knowledge of the family outside of school may lead to feeling that 
the family will not support the student with homework, when in fact they do sit down and 
have nightly homework time.  Teacher Samantha noted similar difficulties with knowing 
what families were getting a divorce or going through a hard time.  While this 
background knowledge helps to point out students who potentially will have a hard time, 
it also makes it difficult to let go of preconceived ideas about the family itself. 
The smallness of this rural school district along with the desire of parents, 
teachers, and administrators to develop positive personal connections are the key 
attributes of the rural community that influence parent engagement activities.  These 
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connections support all stakeholders with developing activities by which home and 
school connections are enhanced and embraced for this rural Title I school district.   
Research Question Two: Research Question: How do the perceptions of parent 
engagement activities compare among parents, teachers, and administrators? 
 
Parents, teachers, and administrators provided data regarding the desired 
outcomes, strengths, and challenges of parent engagement activities in a rural Title I 
school district.  Several key findings emerged from the data that illustrate the perceptions 
of parent engagement activities from the lenses of parents, teachers, and administrators: 
(a) building relationships, (b) the desire to develop parent-to-parent connections, and (c) 
opening lines of communication. 
Parents, teachers, and administrators all reported that building relationships 
between stakeholders is an essential element of parent engagement activities.  All 
stakeholders identified that improved relationships led to improved communication and, 
thus, to a positive experience for students, parents, teachers, and administrators.  When 
all stakeholders experience an improved connection between home and school, any 
struggles students experience can be addressed in a more efficient and collaborative 
manner.  Several parents identified that when teachers started to see them at school 
during parent engagement activities, they were more likely to receive increased 
communication about the academic and social progress their child was experiencing.  
Parents went a step further and expressed their desire to develop connections with 
other parents.  Parent Grace reported that it is through the connections she has made with 
other parents at school events that she is able to call and ask for information about school 
activities or homework for her child.  Parent Cathy expanded on this idea and stated that 
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her parent connections allowed her to text or call when her family has some confusion 
about schoolwork.  Cathy indicated she would be at a loss without these parent 
connections.  Parent Lauren indicated she is able to develop a network of support from 
other parents whose children have similar interests to her own.  The parents illustrated the 
need to create social networks that support their connections within the school district.  
Parents stated that being able to reach out to other parents will help them feel more 
comfortable with the education their children is experiencing.  Providing parents the 
opportunity to connect with each other will improve the parents’ overall outlook on the 
school district.  Parents will understand that the school district values the personal 
connections, not only among all stakeholder groups, but also within stakeholder groups.  
Such understanding will allow for supportive connections to develop, specifically 
between parents who will encourage other parents to work cooperatively with the school 
district and not against the school district.  
All three stakeholder groups—parents, teachers, and administrators—noted that 
effective parent engagement activities require open lines of communication between 
stakeholder groups.  According to Principal Joseph, parents just need to come into the 
door one time, and then teachers and administrators will open the lines of communication 
that will continue to encourage them to be involved.  He further expressed that face-to-
face communication is, at times, better than email or a phone call.  Parent Kelly agreed 
with Joseph, and stated that once teachers see her at school and engaged with her child’s 
education, they would begin to talk to her.  She noted that every year, it just took one 
time for her to attend a school function, and then the teachers became more comfortable 
approaching her with her thoughts about her child’s education. Why is it important to 
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open lines of communication between school and home?  Developing open lines of 
communication enhances personal connections between parents, teachers, and 
administrators.  These connections are further enriched by the smallness of the 
community and the school district and lead to increased collaboration between home and 
school.  When parents, teachers, and administrators work together to provide the optimal 
learning environment for all students, all stakeholder groups feel valued for their 
contributions.  Highlighting the importance of parent-school connections through 
effective communication will encourage parents to openly support the school system.  In 
this day and age, school systems strive for positive family and community connections.  
It is these connections that will lead to increased support for the district from parents and 
community members. 
When parents are effectively engaged within a school system, the quality of the 
personal connections, communication, and social networking is improved.  By enhancing 
personal skills by capitalizing on the smallness of the community, the school district will 
gain partners with their goal of providing the best educational experience for all: students, 
parents, teachers, administrators, and community members.   
Implications: Actionable Solutions 
This research study focused on uncovering the perceptions of what effective 
parent engagement strategies look like in a rural Title I school district.  From the key 
findings that were uncovered, several actionable solutions were generated: (a) developing 
positive communication strategies across all stakeholder groups; (b) creating an action 
team for family, community, and school partnerships; (c) creating a systematic way for 
teachers and administrators to identify parents who are frequently unengaged in the 
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school and a plan for reaching out to these parents; (d) training school administrators 
on family-school partnerships; and finally, (e) creating a parent-to-parent mentoring 
program.  
Developing positive communication strategies and relationships among 
stakeholders has been identified as a way to increase effective parent engagement in this 
rural school.  Research has suggested teacher training in effective communication 
strategies should be implemented to help support teachers and their relationships with 
their students’ families (Minke & Anderson, 2003).  Training sessions should focus on 
ways to include parents as partners in the education of the students (Cotton & Wikelund, 
1989).  The Ville should work in partnership with a local university or intermediate unit 
to provide a positive communication strategy for enhancing connections among parents, 
school, community programs, and staff.  Bringing outside resources into the district for 
this training will add to the buy-in of the district professionals.  Building partnerships 
with parents will encourage more effective parent engagement across the district as a 
whole.  
Creating an action team for family, community, and school partnerships would be 
a second actionable step recommended for a district to implement (Epstein, 2008).  This 
actionable step should include family, community, and school members to create specific 
goals designed to increase and improve effective parent engagement practices across all 
school environments.  Henderson et al. (2007) recommended all parents and community 
members help create the goals of such a partnership.  The team needs to be structured and 
focused with yearly goals that can be implemented and are designed to increase 
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participation in the schools.  Parents need to play an integral role since they are the 
experts on ways to engage parents within the school district.  
A third action step for school personnel is for teachers and administrators to work 
together to identify the parents who have historically not participated in parent 
engagement activities and identify ways to increase their active participation within the 
school district.  Initiating personal communication with these families is a recommended 
first step that can occur by either a teacher or an administrator.  According to Henderson 
et al. (2007), just telling parents how important they are to the education of their children 
is one of the first steps of effectively engaging them within the school.  An additional 
recommendation for initiating conversations with parents who are historically not 
involved with the educational system is to conduct a parent satisfaction survey 
(Henderson et al., 2007).  This survey could provide insights into what communication 
parents are seeking.  Once a productive conversation begins to develop with families, the 
school can start to ask how them would like to be involved in school activities.  
Fourth, school administrators should receive training on family-school 
partnerships.  A series of professional development workshops on parent engagement 
would enhance the district’s philosophy, principles, and practices related to partnering 
with parents in the education of their children.  It is essential for each administrator to 
have a comprehensive understanding of how to support school personnel, parents, and 
community members with the successful development and delivery of parent engagement 
activities.  By expanding the lines of communication to establish family-school 
partnerships, school administrators could collaborate with parents on the planning and 
coordination of parent engagement activities. 
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The final actionable step recommended for connecting with hard-to-reach 
families is to create a mentorship program with other parents.  Several parents reported 
they look for parent engagement activities to connect with other parents in the school 
district.  Creating a mentorship program, possibly run through the PTO, may provide 
harder-to-reach families a connection to the school district that may be less intimidating 
than the teacher or administrator.  This mentorship program should start with parent 
leaders identifying opportunities and possible ways to connect with hard-to-reach 
families.  Parents who would like to become mentors need to identify common goals and 
actions to follow.  Parents can identify two or three classes within the school district in 
which parents of children in those classes can be contacted.  
Future Research 
This research study provided key findings for increased understanding of what 
effective parent engagement looks like in a rural Title I school through the lenses of 
parents, teachers, and administrators.  Several future research directions are 
recommended to continue to explore and expand this underlying research and knowledge 
by: (a) exploring relationships between teachers and parents who are considered to have 
low levels of parent involvement, (b) researching the student’s understanding of what 
effective parent engagement opportunities are, (c) comparing the effectiveness of parent 
engagement activities that are organized by school personnel and parent and community 
members, (d) exploring parent-to-parent connections within a rural Title I school district, 
(e) expanding the voice of inactive parents within rural school districts, and (f) replicating 
this study in other rural school districts.   
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The first suggested recommendation for future study is the exploration of 
relationships between teachers and parents who are considered to have low levels of 
parent involvement.  Parents considered to have low levels of involvement with schools 
do not have a high level of presence in the current literature base (Jackson & Remillard, 
2005).  This future research direction needs to address whether the communication 
practice of teachers varies depending on whether they are working with parents they 
consider participatory or ones that are not.  Expanding current research to include 
comparisons of relationships between teachers and parents that have low levels of parent 
involvement and high levels of parent involvement will contribute to the working 
knowledge of how to effectively develop personal relationships between school and 
home.  
A second direction for future research is to include student voices to discuss what 
their expectations and understandings of effective parent engagement opportunities are.  
A specific goal of parent engagement activities, as identified by parents and 
administrators in this study, is for students to have fun while connecting to parents and 
teachers.  Wanat (2010) emphasized that students should help parents get excited about 
parent engagement opportunities.  Understanding student expectations for these activities 
will provide educators and families a future direction for creating and implementing 
effective parent engagement activities.  As Administrator Matthew reported, when kids 
are having fun, so are their parents.  Adding the student voice as to what constitutes fun 
will promote more effective engagement opportunities for the future.  
Third, future research should also compare parent engagement activities that are 
organized and coordinated by school personnel, parents and families, or a combination of 
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families and school personnel.  Are parents more likely to participate in engagement 
activities designed by parents or teachers?  Is there a difference in the levels of 
participation by parents, teachers, and administrators based on who organizes the 
activity?  Understanding how parents respond to the development and structure of 
parents’ engagement activities will provide school districts future insight directed 
towards how to expand the audience and success of parent engagement activities.   
Fourth, the connection of parents to other parents needs to be further researched.  
Parent-to-parent networking could take the shape of a mentoring program or be viewed as 
a way for parents to organize to support the improvement of the school district in which 
they reside.  Parent mentoring programs in an educational setting are in their infancy of 
development.  Research has been provided for parents mentoring other parents with 
regard to health care, but the research base does not exist for parent mentoring programs 
within a school district.  Future research should be conducted to determine the most 
effective organization of a parent mentoring program and specifically what benefits and 
challenges arise from parent mentoring programs. 
Future research studies should also expand the voice of parents who are 
considered inactive within a school district.  This study just began to provide an outlet for 
parents who are deemed inactive according to the school districts, and these efforts need 
to continue.  Asking the parents what is necessary for them to effectively engage with the 
school district will provide essential guidance for districts to consider.  
Finally, this research study was limited to one rural school district.  Future 
research studies should attempt to replicate this study in other rural districts and on a 
larger scale.  It is important to see if the current findings hold true for other Title I rural 
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school districts.  Will the same results occur across a larger research population?  
Expanding the audience for this research will allow future results to be generalized to 
other rural Title I school districts.  
Summary 
This research study contributes to the current research base of perceptions of 
effective parent engagement for parents, teachers, and administrators.  Communication 
and building relationships were overwhelmingly identified as the most important 
outcome of effective parent engagement activities.  Developing positive relationships 
among parents, teachers, and administrators in rural communities is essential to support 
student achievement that embraces the connectedness of its community members as ways 
to support the overall progress of the rural school district.  Developing effective parent 
engagement practices in rural school districts will enhance the educational practices of a 
school district and by developing improved relationships among parents, teachers, and 
administrators, will hopefully increase students’ active engagement with their education. 
    
  
154 
List of References 
Anderson, K., & Minke, K. (2007). Parent involvement in education: Toward an 
understanding  of parents' decision making. The Journal of Educational Research, 
100, 311-323. doi:10.3200/JOER.100.5.311-323 
Anderson, S. E., & Macri, J. R. (2009). District administrator perspectives on student 
learning in an era of standards and accountability: A collective frame analysis. 
Canadian Journal of Education, 32(2), 192. 
Aydin, N. G., Bryan, J. A., & Duys, D. K. (2012). School counselors' partnerships with 
linguistically diverse families: An exploratory study. School Community Journal, 
22(1), 145. 
Bakker, J., Denessen, E., & Brus-Laeven, M. (2007). Socio-economic background, 
parental involvement and teacher perceptions of these in relation to pupil 
achievement. Educational Studies, 33(2), 177-192. 
doi:10.1080/03055690601068345 
Banks, J. A. (1998). The lives and values of researchers: Implications for educating 
citizens in a multicultural society. Educational Researcher, 27(7), 4-17. 
doi:10.2307/1176055 
Barge, J. K., & Loges, W. E. (2003). Parent, student, and teacher perceptions of parental 
involvement. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 31(2), 140-163. 
doi:10.1080/0090988032000064597 
Bartel, V. (2010). Home and school factors impacting parental involvement in a title I 
elementary school. Journal of Research in Childhood Education, 24(3), 209. 
doi:10.1080/02568543.2010.487401 
Barton, P. E., & Coley, R. J. (2007). The family: America’s smallest school. Retrieved 
from http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED498878.pdf 
Baxter, P., & Jack, S. (2008). Qualitative case study methodology: Study design and 
implementation for novice researchers. The Qualitative Report, 13, 544. 
Budge, K. (2006). Rural leaders, rural places: Problem, privilege, and possibility. Journal 
of Research in Rural Education, 21(13), 1-10. 
The Center for Rural Pennsylvania (2014). Home page. Retrieved from 
http://www.rural.palegislature.us/index.html 
Constantino, S. M. (2003). Engaging all families: Creating a positive school culture by 
putting research into practice. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Education.  
  
155 
Cotton, K., & Wikelaund, K.R. (2001) Parent involvement in education. Retrieved 
from 
http://multiculturaleducole.pbworks.com/w/file/fetch/55317746/ParentInvolveme
ntiEducation.pdf  
Cotton, K., & Wikelund, K. R. (1989). Parent involvement in education. School 
Improvement Research Series. Retrieved from 
http://educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/parent-involvement-in-
education.pdf  
Creswell, J. (2012). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating 
quantitative and qualitative research. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson. 
DePlanty, J., Coulter-Kern, R., & Duchane, K. A. (2007). Perceptions of parent 
involvement in academic achievement. The Journal of Educational Research, 
100, 361-368. doi:10.3200/JOER.100.6.361-368 
Dunlop, T. (2013). Family engagement in student learning: A conversation with Dr. 
Maria C. Paredes. Education Digest, 78, 34. 
Durham, R. E., & Smith, P. J. (2006). Nonmetropolitan status and kindergarteners' early 
literacy skills: Is there a rural disadvantage? Rural Sociology, 71, 625-661. 
doi:10.1526/003601106781262052 
Dye, J. F., Schatz, I. M., Rosenberg, B. A., & Coleman, S. T. (2000). Constant 
comparison method: A kaleidoscope of data. The Qualitative Report, 4(1/2). 
Eidahl, R. (2013). Parent perceptions of parent-involvement roles in a rural public 
school district (Doctoral dissertation). Walden University. Retrieved from 
ProQuest. 3554684 
Elish-Piper, L. (2009). Parent involvement in reading. Illinois Reading Council Journal, 
37(4).  
Englund, M. M., Luckner, A. E., Whaley, G. L., & Egeland, B. (2004). Children's 
achievement in early elementary school: Longitudinal effects of parental 
involvement, expectations, and quality of assistance. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 96, 723. doi:10.1037/0022-0663.96.4.723 
Epstein, J. L. (2008). Improving family and community involvement in secondary 
schools. The Education Digest [H.W.Wilson - EDUC], 73(6), 9. 
Epstein, J. L. (2011) School, family, and community partnership: Preparing educators 
and improving schools (2nd ed.). Boulder, CO: Westview Press.  
  
156 
Epstein, J. L., Sanders, G., Sheldon, S., Simon, B. S., Salinas, K. C., Jansorn, N. R., 
Van Voorhis, F. L. … Williams, K. J. (2009). School, family, and community 
partnerships: Your handbook for action. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 
Fan, X., & Chen, M. (2001). Parental involvement and students' academic achievement: 
A meta-analysis. Educational Psychology Review, 13(1), 1-22. 
doi:10.1023/A:1009048817385 
Ferlazzo, L. (2011). Involvement or engagement? Alexandria, VA: Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum Development. 
Finlay, L. (2002). Negotiating the swamp: The opportunity and challenge of reflexivity in 
research practice. Qualitative Research, 2(2), 209-230. 
Flynn, G., & Nolan, B. (2008). What do school principals think about current school-
family relationships? NASSP Bulletin, 92, 173-190. 
doi:10.1177/0192636508322663 
Foulkes, M., & Newbold, K. B. (2008). Poverty catchments: Migration, residential 
mobility, and population turnover in impoverished rural Illinois communities. 
Rural Sociology [H.W.Wilson - SSA], 73(3), 440. 
Fram, S. M. (2013). The constant comparative analysis method outside of grounded 
theory. The Qualitative Report, 18(1), 1. 
Gallardo, R. (2010). Rural America in the 2000s. The Daily Yonder. Retrieved from 
http://www.dailyyonder.com/age-test/2010/07/21/2849/#   
Gonzalez-DeHass, A. R., Willems, P. P., & Holbein, M. F. D. (2005). Examining the 
relationship between parental involvement and student motivation. Educational 
Psychology Review, 17(2), 99-123. doi:10.1007/s10648-005-3949-7 
Gordon, M., & Louis, K. (2009). Linking parent and community involvement with 
student achievement: Comparing principal and teacher perceptions of stakeholder 
influence. American Journal of Education, 116(1), 1-31. doi:10.1086/605098 
Gorski, P. (2013). Reaching and teaching students in poverty; Strategies for erasing the 
opportunity gap. Portland, OR: Ringgold Inc. 
Griffin, D., & Galassi, J. P. (2010). Parent perceptions of barriers to academic success in 
a rural middle school. Professional School Counseling, 14(1), 87. 
Gruber, E. J., & McNinch, G. H. (1993). Home versus school: Parents' perceptions of the 
development of rituals leading to young children’s self-esteem. Journal of 
Instructional Psychology, 20(2), 102. 
  
157 
Halsey, P. A. (2005). Parent involvement in junior high schools: A failure to 
communicate. American Secondary Education, 34(1), 57-69. 
Hamilton, L. C., Hamilton, L. R., Duncan, C. M., & Colocousis, C. R. (2008). Place 
matters: Challenges and opportunities in four rural Americas. A Carsey Institute 
Report on Rural America, 1(4).  
Henderson, A. T., & Mapp, K. L. (2002). A new wave of evidence: The impact of schools, 
families, and communities of student achievement (Information Analysis No. ED 
474 521). Washington, DC: Southwest Education Development Laboratory. 
 Henderson, A. T., Mapp, K. L., Johnson, V. R., & Davies, D. (2007). Beyond the bake 
sale: The essential guide to family-school partnerships. New York: The New 
Press.  
Herbers, J. E., Cutuli, J. J., Supkoff, L. M., Heistad, D., Chan, C., Hinz, E., & Masten, A. 
S. (2012). Early reading skills and academic achievement trajectories of students 
facing poverty, homelessness, and high residential mobility. Educational 
Researcher, 41, 366-374. 
Hill, N. E., & Chao, R. K. (2009). Families, schools, and the adolescent: Connecting 
research, policy, and practice. New York: Teachers College Press.  
Hobbs, D. (1981). Rural education: The problems and potential of smallness. The High 
School Journal, 64, 292-298. 
Hoover-Dempsey, K. V., Bassler, O. C., & Brissie, J. S. (1987). Parent involvement: 
Contributions of teacher efficacy, school socioeconomic status, and other school 
characteristics. American Educational Research Journal, 24(3), 417-435. 
doi:10.2307/1163118 
Hornby, G., & Lafaele, R. (2011). Barriers to parental involvement in education: An 
explanatory model. Educational Review, 63(1), 37-52. 
doi:10.1080/00131911.2010.488049 
Hornby, G., & Witte, C. (2010). Parent involvement in rural elementary schools in New 
Zealand: A survey. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 19, 771-777. 
doi:10.1007/s10826-010-9368-5 
Horvat, E. M., Weininger, E. B., & Lareau, A. (2003). From social ties to social capital: 
Class differences in the relations between schools and parent networks. American 
Educational Research Journal, 40(2), 319-351. doi:10.3102/00028312040002319 
  
158 
Hosek, A., & Matsudaira, J. D. (2012). An integrated assessment of the effects of title 
I on school behavior, resources, and student achievement. Economics of 
Education Review, 31(3), 1-14. doi:10.1016/j.econedurev.2012.01.002 
Howley, A., Camper, C., Perko, H., & Howley, M. (2011). Place-based education at 
island community school. The Journal of Environmental Education, 42, 216. 
doi:10.1080/00958964.2011.556682 
Hughes, J. N., Gleason, K. A., & Zhang, D. (2005). Relationship influences on teachers' 
perceptions of academic competence in academically at-risk minority and 
majority first grade students. Journal of School Psychology, 43, 303-320. 
doi:10.1016/j.jsp.2005.07.001 
Irvin, M. J., Meece, J. L., Byun, S., Farmer, T. W., & Hutchins, B. C. (2011). 
Relationship of school context to rural youth's educational achievement and 
aspirations. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 40, 1225-1242. 
doi:10.1007/s10964-011-9628-8 
Ishimaru, A. M. (2014). Rewriting the rules of engagement: Elaborating a model of 
district-community collaboration. Harvard Educational Review, 84(2), 188. 
Jackson, K., & Remillard, J. T. (2005). Rethinking parent involvement: African 
American mothers construct their roles in the mathematics education of their 
children. School Community Journal, 15(1), 51. 
Jeynes, W.H. (2007). The relationship between parental involvement and urban 
secondary. School student academic achievement: A meta-analysis. Urban 
Education, 42(1), 82-109. 
Johnson, B., & Christensen, L. (2014). Educational research: quantitative, qualitative, 
and mixed approaches (5th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.  
Johnson, J., Strange, M., & Madden, K. (2010). The rural dropout problem: An invisible 
achievement gap. Arlington, VA: The Rural School and Community Trust. 
Johnson, K. M. (2012). Rural demographic change in the new century: Slower growth, 
increased diversity. Issue Brief No. 44. Carsey Institute. Retrieved from 
http://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1158&context=carsey 
Keys, A. (2015). Family engagement in rural and urban head start families: An 
exploratory study. Early Childhood Education Journal, 43(1), 69-76. 
doi:10.1007/s10643-014-0643-8 
  
159 
Kline, J., White, S., & Lock, G. (2013). The rural practicum: Preparing a quality 
teacher workforce for rural and regional Australia. Journal of Research in Rural 
Education, 28(3),1-13. Retrieved from http://jrre.psu.edu/articles/28-3.pdf 
Korkmaz, I. (2007). Teachers' opinions about the responsibilities of parents, schools, and 
teachers in enhancing student learning. Mobile, AL: Project Innovation. 
Koross, P. K., Ngware, M. W., & Sang, A. K. (2009). Principals' and students' 
perceptions on parental contribution to financial management in secondary 
schools in Kenya. Quality Assurance in Education, 17(1), 61-78. 
doi:10.1108/09684880910929935 
Lareau, A., & Horvat, E. M. (1999). Moments of social inclusion and exclusion race, 
class, and cultural capital in family-school relationships. Sociology of Education, 
72(1), 37-53. 
Lawson, M. A., & Alameda-Lawson, T. (2012). A case study of school-linked, collective 
parent engagement. American Educational Research Journal, 49, 651-684. 
doi:10.3102/0002831211427206 
Lichter, D. T., & Johnson, K. M. (2007). The changing spatial concentration of America's 
rural poor population. Rural Sociology, 72, 331-358. 
doi:10.1526/003601107781799290 
Luttrell, W. (2010). Qualitative educational research: Readings in reflexive methodology 
and transformative practice. New York: Routledge. 
Machen, S. M., Wilson, J. D., & Notar, C. E. (2005). Parental involvement in the 
classroom. Journal of Instructional Psychology, 32(1), 13. 
Mapp, K. L. (2003). Having their say: Parents describe why and how they are engaged in 
their children's learning. School Community Journal, 13(1), 35. 
Merriam, S.B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. 
Hoboken, NJ: Wiley Publications. 
Miller, J. W., Jr., Kuykendall, J. A., & Thomas, S. A. (2013). Are we in this together? An 
analysis of the impact of individual and institutional characteristics on teachers' 
perceptions. School Community Journal, 23(2), 137. 
Minke, K. M., & Anderson, K. J. (2003). Restructuring routine parent-teacher 
conferences: e family-school conference model. e Elementary School Journal, 
104(1), 49-69. 
  
160 
Mo, Y., & Singh, K. (2008). Parents’ relationships and involvement: Effects on 
students’ school engagement and performance. Research in Middle Level 
Education, 31, 1-11.  
Moles, O. C., & Fenge, A. F. (2011). New directions for Title I family engagement: 
Lessons from the past. In S. Redding, M. Murphy, & P. Sheley (Eds.), Handbook 
on family and community engagement (pp. 3-13). Charlotte, NC: Information Age 
Publishing, Inc.  
Musti-Rao, S., & Cartledge, G. (2004). Making home an advantage in the prevention of 
reading failure: Strategies for collaborating with parents in urban schools. 
Preventing School Failure: Alternative Education for Children and Youth, 48(4), 
15-21. doi:10.3200/PSFL.48.4.15-21 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), 20 U.S.C. §6301 et seq. Retrieved from 
http://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/esea02/index.html  
Olmstead, C. (2013). Using technology to increase parent involvement in schools. 
Techtrends, 57(6), 28-37. 
Park, J. (2003). Deciding factors. Education Week, 22(17), 17. 
Patel, N., & Stevens, S. (2010). Parent-teacher-student discrepancies in academic ability 
beliefs: Influences on parent involvement. School Community Journal, 20(2), 
115-136. 
Pennsylvania Association for Rural and Small Schools (2014). Bylaws. Retrieved from 
http://www.parss.org/?page_id=134  
Pennsylvania Association of Intermediate Units (PAIU). (2016). Home page. Retrieved 
from https://www.paiu.org 
Pennsylvania Department of Education (2014). Number of rural school districts 
identified by metro-centric and urban-centric locale code systems: School year 
2003-04. Retrieved from 
http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/TableDisplay.asp?TablePath=tables/table_01.asp  
Pennsylvania School Performance Profile (PSPP). (2015). The Ville Area SD. Retrieved 
from www.paschoolperformance.org/Profile/xx3  
Peshkin, A. (1988). In search of subjectivity–One's own. Educational Researcher, 17(7), 
17-21. doi:10.2307/1174381 
  
161 
Posey-Maddox, L. (2013). Professionalizing the PTO: Race, class, and shifting norms 
of parental engagement in a city public school. American Journal of Education, 
119(2), 235-260. doi:10.1086/668754 
Provasnik, S., KewalRamani, A., Coleman, M. M., Gilbertson, L., Herring, W., & Xie, Q. 
(2007). Status of education in rural America (NCES 2007-040). Washington, DC: 
National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. 
Department of Education. Retrieved from 
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2007/2007040.pdf  
Richardson, S. A. (2009). Principals' perceptions of parental involvement in the "big 8" 
urban districts of Ohio. Research in the Schools, 16(1), 1. 
Roberts, P., & Green, B. (2013). Researching rural places: On social justice and rural 
education. Qualitative Inquiry, 19, 765-774. 
Sanders, M. G. (2008). How parent liaisons can help bridge the home-school gap. The 
Journal of Educational Research, 101, 287-297. doi:10.3200/JOER.101.5.287-
298 
Schafft, K. A. (2005). The incidence and impacts of student transiency in upstate new 
York’s rural school districts. Journal of Research in Rural Education, 20(15), 1-
13. 
Schafft, K. A. (2006). Poverty, residential mobility, and student transiency within a rural 
New York school district. Rural Sociology, 71(2), 212-231. 
doi:10.1526/003601106777789710 
Schram, T. (1993). Laotian refugees in a small-town school: Contexts and encounters. 
Journal of Research in Rural Education, 9(3), 125. 
Schueler, B. E., Capotosto, L., Bahena, S., McIntyre, J., & Gehlbach, H. (2014). 
Measuring parent perceptions of school climate. Psychological Assessment, 26(1), 
314-320. doi:10.1037/a0034830 
Sheldon, S. B. (2002). Parents' social networks and beliefs as predictors of parent 
involvement. The Elementary School Journal, 102, 301-316. doi:10.1086/499705 
Sheldon, S. B. (2005). Testing a structural equation model of partnership program 
implementation and parent involvement. The Elementary School Journal, 106(2), 
171-187 
Sheldon, S. B. (2007). Improving student attendance with school, family, and community 
partnerships. The Journal of Educational Research, 100, 267-275. 
doi:10.3200/JOER.100.5.267-275 
  
162 
Sheridan, S. M., Knoche, L. L., Kupzyk, K. A., Edwards, C. P., & Marvin, C. A. 
(2011). A randomized trial examining the effects of parent engagement on early 
language and literacy: The getting ready intervention. Journal of School 
Psychology, 49, 361-383. doi:10.1016/j.jsp.2011.03.001 
Sherman, J. (2006). Coping with rural poverty: Economic survival and moral capital in 
rural America. Social Forces, 85, 891-913. doi:10.1353/sof.2007.0026 
Sherman, J., & Sage, R. (2011). Sending off all your good treasures: Rural schools, brain-
drain, and community survival in the wake of economic collapse. Journal of 
Research in Rural Education, 26(11), 1. 
Stormont, M., Herman, K. C., Reinke, W. M., David, K. B., & Goel, N. (2013). Latent 
profile  analysis of teacher perceptions of parent contact and comfort. School 
Psychology Quarterly: The Official Journal of the Division of School Psychology, 
American Psychological Association, 28, 195-209. doi:10.1037/spq0000004 
Strange, M., Harrison, L., Johnson, J., Lambert, R., Mahaffey, R., & McCullough, P. 
(2011). Taking advantage: The rural competitive preference in the investing in 
innovation program. Retrieved from 
http://www.ruraledu.org/user_uploads/file/i3/Taking_Advantage_20110125.pdf  
Tan, E. T., & Goldberg, W. A. (2009). Parental school involvement in relation to 
children's grades and adaptation to school. Journal of Applied Developmental 
Psychology, 30, 442-453. doi:10.1016/j.appdev.2008.12.023 
Taylor, J. A. (2005). Poverty and student achievement. Multicultural Education, 12(4), 
53. 
Trinidad, S., Sharplin, E., Ledger, S., & Broadley, T. (2014). Connecting for innovation: 
Four universities collaboratively preparing pre-service teachers to teach in rural 
and remote Western Australia. Journal of Research in Rural Education, 29(2), 1-
13. 
Tveit, A. D. (2009). A parental voice: Parents as equal and dependent - rhetoric about 
parents, teachers, and their conversations. Educational Review, 61(3), 289-300. 
doi:10.1080/00131910903045930 
U.S. Census Bureau. (2013). Quick facts. Retrieved from 
www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045214/42033,00 
U.S. Department of Education. (2004). Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA). Retrieved from http://idea.ed.gov/explore/home  
  
163 
U.S. Department of Education. (2015). Programs: Improving basic programs 
operated by local educational agencies (Title I, Part A). Retrieved from 
http://www2.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/index.html  
van der Klaauw, W. (2008). Breaking the link between poverty and low student 
achievement: An evaluation of title I. Journal of Econometrics, 142(2), 731-756. 
doi:10.1016/j.jeconom.2007.05.007 
Wanat, C. L. (2010). Challenges balancing collaboration and independence in home-
school  relationships: Analysis of parents' perceptions in one district. School 
Community Journal, 20(1), 159. 
Whitaker, M., & Hoover-Dempsey, K. (2013). School influences on parents' role beliefs. 
The Elementary School Journal, 114(1), 73-99. doi:10.1086/671061 
Witte, A., & Sheridan, S. (2011). Family engagement in rural schools [R²Ed Working 
Paper No. 2011-2]. Retrieved from 
http://r2ed.unl.edu/workingpapers/2011/2011_2_Witte_Sheridan.pdf  
Woolley, M. E., & Bowen, G. L. (2007). In the context of risk: Supportive adults and the 
school engagement of middle school students. Family Relations, 56(1), 92. 
Yoder, J. R., & Lopez, A. (2013). Parent's perceptions of involvement in children's 
education: Findings from a qualitative study of public housing residents. Child 
and Adolescent Social Work Journal, 30, 415-433. doi:10.1007/s10560-013-0298-
0 
You, J., & Annim, S. (2014). The impact of microcredit on child education: Quasi-
experimental evidence from rural china. Journal of Development Studies, 50, 926-
948. doi:10.1080/00220388.2014.903243 
Zhang, D., Hsu, H., Kwok, O., Benz, M., & Bowman-Perrott, L. (2011). The impact of 
basic-level parent engagements on student achievement: Patterns associated with 
Race/Ethnicity and socioeconomic status (SES). Journal of Disability Policy 
Studies, 22(1), 28-39. doi:10.1177/1044207310394447 
Zhao, D., & Barakat, B. (2015). The increasingly long road to school in rural China: The 
impacts of education network consolidation on broadly defined schooling distance 
in Xinfeng county of rural China. Asia Pacific Education Review, 16, 413-431. 
doi:10.1007/s12564-015-9380-y 
Zygmunt-Fillwalk, E. (2006). The difference a course can make: Preservice teachers' 
perceptions of efficacy in working with families. Journal of Early Childhood 
Teacher Education, 27, 327-342. doi:10.1080/10901020600996026  
  
164 
Appendix A: Interview Protocols 
 
 
 
Administrator Interview Protocol 
1. Please describe your position within the school district.  
a. How long have you been in your current position?  
b. What are your primary responsibilities in your current position?  
c. Have you had experiences in other Title I Schools?  
d. How would you describe or characterize the school district in which 
you work?  
2. What do you feel are the greatest strengths with working in a rural school 
district? What are the greatest challenges in a rural school district?  
3. Describe how your rural school district helps or hinders parent involvement.  
4. How does your school advertise parent engagement activities?  
5. What is your typical turnout for parent-teacher conferences? Back to school 
night?  What contributes to your turnout for these events – helps/hinders? 
6. If you could choose three words to described parent involvement at your 
school, what would they be?  Why?  (How would you describe parent 
involvement at your school?)   
7. As a principal, what is your role in promoting parent involvement in your 
school? 
8. Who develops and facilitates parent engagement activities in your school? 
(probe for how topics are selected; how events are coordinated, if at all) 
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9. What parent engagement activities have you offered this school year or 
last school year? How did you decide on these particular activities?  
10. Tell me about an unsuccessful parent engagement activity that you provided. 
What made it unsuccessful? How do you determine if a parent engagement 
activity has been unsuccessful?  
11. Tell me about a successful parent engagement activity that you provided. 
What made it successful? How do you determine if a parent engagement 
activity has been successful?  
12. How do you measure the effectiveness of your parent engagement programs?  
13. How do you receive feedback from parents as to the effectiveness of your 
parent engagement activities? What have parents said about your activities?  
14. Tell me about a challenging experience that you had in promoting parent 
involvement in your school.  How did you address this?  What are other 
challenges that you have encountered? 
15. Describe your ideal parent engagement program. 
16. What teachers do you recognizing as being successful with engaging parents? 
How are they successful?  
17. Is there any other information that you would like me to know about the 
parent engagement activities that are within your school district?    
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PTA or Literacy/Guidance Committee Leadership Interview Protocol 
 
1. Please tell me a little bit about yourself.  
a. How many children do you have? What are their ages?  
b. What grades are your children in? What schools do they attend within the 
district?  
c. Why did you chose to live in this school district? Why did you chose these 
schools for your children?  
2. Tell me about the benefits or being involved in a rural school district. What are 
the challenges?  
3. Why have you chosen to be active in this group? What other school groups have 
you been active in?  
4. How are you informed of parent engagement activities?  
5. How do you choose what parent engagement activities to participate in?  
6. What parent engagement activities have you participated in during this past 
school year?  
7. Tell me about a successful parent engagement activity that you participated in. 
What made it successful?  
8. How do you measure if a parent engagement activity is beneficial for you? What 
are the benefits, if any, of the parent engagement activities that you participated 
in?   
9. How effective were the parent engagement activities in which you participated?  
10. What do you want to gain from participating in school-coordinated activities?  
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11. Tell me about a challenging experience that you had during a parent 
engagement activity that the school offered.  How did you address your concerns 
with this?  What are other challenges that you have encountered? 
12. What parent activities, if any, have not been beneficial to you or your child? 
Why?  
13. Describe your ideal parent engagement program. 
14. Is there any other information that you would like me to know about the parent 
engagement activities that are within your school district?    
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Teacher Interview Protocol 
1. Please describe your position within the school district.  
a. How long have you been in your current position?  
b. What are your primary responsibilities in your current position?  
c. Have you had experiences in other Title I Schools?  
d. How would you describe or characterize the school district in which 
you work?  
2. As a teacher, what is your role in promoting parent involvement in a rural 
school setting? 
3. What do you feel are the greatest strengths with working in a rural school 
district? What are the greatest challenges in a rural school district?  
4. Describe how your rural school district, helps or hinders, parent involvement.  
5. What characteristics of a rural school district lend themselves? 
6. Who develops and facilitates parent engagement activities?  
7. What parent engagement activities have you offered this school year or last 
school year? How did you decide on these particular activities?  
8. How do you advertise your parent engagement activities?  
9. Tell me about a successful parent engagement activity that you provided. 
What made it successful?  
10. How do you determine if a parent engagement activity has been successful? 
How do you measure the effectiveness of your parent engagement programs?  
11. How do you receive feedback from parents as to the effectiveness of your 
parent engagement activities? What have parents said about your activities?  
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12. Tell me about a challenging experience that you had in promoting parent 
involvement in your school.  How did you address this?  What are other 
challenges that you have encountered? 
13. Describe your ideal parent engagement program. 
14. Is there any other information that you would like me to know about the 
parent engagement activities that are within your school district?    
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Appendix B: Observation Record 
 
 
Name of School ____________________________________ 
Name of Activity ____________________________________ 
Activity Facilitator(s) ___________________________________ 
 Role: Parent _____ Teacher ______ Administrator _____ 
Produced by: District _______ PTA _________ Teacher _______ 
Target Audience for Event:  
Number of people in attendance:  Adults ______ Children _______ 
 
How was the parent engagement activity advertised?  
 
Goal of Activity: (explicitly stated _____ implied _____) 
 
 
 
Events of Observations:  
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Appendix C: Program Evaluation 
 
 
Name of School ___________  Name of Activity ________________________________ 
Activity Facilitator ___________________________________ 
Your Role: Parent _____ Teacher ______ Administrator _____ 
 
This will help us improve our parent engagement activities.  We value your opinion.  
Goal of Activity: 
________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
Was this goal achieved?  Yes _____  No ______ 
Please explain 
________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
Please circle your response:  
1. This was an activity that I would recommend to other parents YES NO 
 
2. This activity provided me information that will help me understand YES NO 
the schools’ programs 
3. This activity provided me ideas that I can use at home to help YES NO 
assist my child 
4. This activity allowed me to positively interact with school personnel  YES NO 
 
5. This activity was scheduled at a day/time that I can usually attend YES NO 
Workshops/Activities I would like to attend: 
________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
Comments: 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
What makes a parent engagement activity effective?  
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
______________________________ 
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Appendix D: Focus Group Protocols 
 
Attended Parent Engagement Activity 
1. How are you informed of parent engagement opportunities?  
2. How do you define effective parent engagement?  
3. What are the characteristics of an effective parent engagement activity?  
4. Why did you participate in this parent engagement activity? (insert name of 
activity) 
3. How was this parent engagement activity beneficial for you?  
5. What was the best parent engagement activity that you attended this year?  
4. Why was it the best?   
6. Tell me about a challenging experience that you had during a parent engagement 
activity that the school offered.  How did you address your concerns with this?  
What are other challenges that you have encountered? 
7. Describe your ideal parent engagement program. 
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Did not Attend Parent Engagement Activity 
1. How are you informed of parent engagement opportunities?  
2. How do you choose what parent engagement activities to participate in?  
3. What are the characteristics of an effective parent engagement activity?  
4. What prevented you from participating in this parent engagement activity? (insert 
name of activity) 
What will encourage you to participate in future parent engagement activities?  
5. What was the best parent engagement activity that you attended this year?  
Why was it the best?   
6. Tell me about a challenging experience that you had during a parent engagement 
activity that the school offered.  How did you address your concerns with this?  
What are other challenges that you have encountered? 
7. Describe your ideal parent engagement program. 
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Appendix E: Focus Group Background Information Form 
 
 
1. How many children do you have in The Ville? What grade levels are they in?  
2. Tell me about the benefits or being involved in a rural school district. What are 
the challenges?  
3. Approximately how many activities have you participated in during the last 
school year? 
4. What parent engagement activities have you participated in during this past 
school year?  
5. How do you measure if a parent engagement activity is beneficial for you? What 
are the benefits, if any, of the parent engagement activities that you participated 
in?   
6. What are the goals of parent engagement activities?  
7. Are the activities successful in achieving these perceived goal?  
8. What are some future parent engagement activities that you would like to 
participate in?  
9. What does the school district need to keep in mind when creating parent 
engagement activities?  
10. Is there any other information that you would like me to know about the parent 
engagement activities that are within your school district?    
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Appendix F: Consent Forms 
 
 
Administrators 
Consent to Take Part In a Research Study 
1. Title of research study: Perceptions of Effective Parent Engagement in Rural Title 
I Schools 
2. Researcher:   Dr. Kristine Grant; Michele Hammersla-Quick 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study 
We invite you to take part in a research study because you are an administrator at 
Curwensville Area School District, and have either participated or lead a parent 
engagement activity within the last two years.  
4. What you should know about a research study 
 Someone will explain this research study to you. 
 Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
 You can choose not to take part. 
 You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
 If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
 Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, 
talk to the research team at Michele Hammersla-Quick at 814-592-0366, 
mlh78@drexel.edu, or Dr. Kristine Grant, ksl33@drexel.edu.  
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board 
(IRB). An IRB reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the rights and 
welfare of humans subjects taking part in the research.  You may talk to them at (215) 
255-7857 or email HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
 Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 
 You cannot reach the research team. 
 You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
 You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
 You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
6. Why is this research being done? 
This research is being completed to compare the perceptions of effective parent 
engagement activities between parents, teachers, and administrators. Current research has 
demonstrated that these groups (parents, teachers, administrators) often have different 
views of what effective parent engagement is. By comparing these perceptions, educators 
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will have an improved understanding of ways to effective engage parents in their 
child’s education.   
7. How long will the research last? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for 7 months.  
8. How many people will be studied? 
We expect about 65 people here will be in this research study out of 65 people in 
the entire study.   
 
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be contacted to participate in an 
interview that is expected to last 1 hour.  
Table: Data Collection Methods 
Data Collection Methods 
 Maple Elementary Elm Elementary Oak Jr/Sr High 
School 
Interviews with 
people who 
coordinate 
parent 
engagement 
activities 
Timeframe: 
Nov & Dec 
2015 
3 Interviews 
 Principal or 
Curriculum 
Director 
 PTA President 
 Recommended 
Teacher 
5 Interviews 
 Principal or 
Curriculum 
Director 
 PTA President 
 3 
Recommende
d Teachers 
5 Interviews 
 Principal 
 PTA 
President 
 3 
Recommende
d Teachers 
 
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you:  
 Follow the investigator’s or researcher’s instructions. 
 Tell the investigator or researcher right away if you have a complication or injury. 
 
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You may decide not to take part in the research and it will not be held against you. 
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time it will not 
be held against you. 
13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There are no risks for you to participate in this study.  
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14. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study.  
 
15. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
  
There are no benefits to you from your taking part in this research. We cannot 
promise any benefits to others from your taking part in this research.  
16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information including 
research study records, treatment or therapy records to people who have a need to review 
this information. We cannot promise complete secrecy. Organizations that may inspect 
and copy your information include the IRB and other representatives of this organization.  
 
We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your name 
and other identifying information confidential. 
 
17. What else do I need to know? 
 
This research study is being done by Drexel University.   
 
If you would like the results of the research study, please contact Michele 
Hammersla-Quick, 814-592-0366, mlh78@drexel.edu, or Dr. Kristine Grant, 
ksl33@drexel.edu.  
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Signature Block for Capable Adult 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 
DO NOT SIGN THIS FORM AFTER THIS 
DATE 
  
   
Signature of subject  Date 
 
 
Printed name of subject 
   
Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 
   
Printed name of person obtaining consent  Form Date 
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Parents 
1. Title of research study: Perceptions of Effective Parent Engagement in Rural Title 
I Schools 
2. Researcher:   Dr. Kristine Grant; Michele Hammersla-Quick 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study 
We invite you to take part in a research study because you are a parent of 
Curwensville Area School District, and have either participated in one of the parent 
engagement activities or chose not to participate in a parent engagement activity.  
4. What you should know about a research study 
 Someone will explain this research study to you. 
 Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
 You can choose not to take part. 
 You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
 If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
 Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, 
talk to the research team at Michele Hammersla-Quick at 814-592-0366, 
mlh78@drexel.edu, or Dr. Kristine Grant, ksl33@drexel.edu.  
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board 
(IRB). An IRB reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the rights and 
welfare of humans subjects taking part in the research.  You may talk to them at (215) 
255-7857 or email HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
 Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 
 You cannot reach the research team. 
 You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
 You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
 You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
6. Why is this research being done? 
This research is being completed to compare the perceptions of effective parent 
engagement activities between parents, teachers, and administrators. Current research has 
demonstrated that these groups (parents, teachers, administrators) often have different 
views of what effective parent engagement is. By comparing these perceptions, educators 
will have an improved understanding of ways to effective engage parents in their child’s 
education.   
7. How long will the research last? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for 7 months.  
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8. How many people will be studied? 
We expect about 65 people here will be in this research study out of 65 people in 
the entire study.   
 
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be contacted to either participate in an 
interview or a focus group. Interviews and focus group sessions are expected to last 1 
hour.  
Table: Data Collection Methods 
Data Collection Methods 
 Maple Elementary Elm Elementary Oak Jr/Sr High School 
Interviews 
with people 
who 
coordinate 
parent 
engagement 
activities 
Timeframe: 
Nov & Dec 
2015 
3 Interviews 
 Principal or 
Curriculum Director 
 PTA President 
 Recommended 
Teacher 
5 Interviews 
 Principal or 
Curriculum 
Director 
 PTA President 
 3 
Recommended 
Teachers 
5 Interviews 
 Principal 
 PTA President 
 3 
Recommended 
Teachers 
Focus Groups 
 
Timeframe: 
Dec & Jan 
2015 
1 Focus Group with 6 – 8 
Parents who attended parent 
engagement activities 
1 Focus Group with 6 – 8 
Parents who do not attend 
parent engagement activities 
1 Focus Group with 6 
– 8 Parents who 
attended parent 
engagement activities 
1 Focus Group with 6 
– 8 Parents who do not 
attend parent 
engagement activities 
1 Focus Group with 6 
– 8 Parents who 
attended parent 
engagement activities 
1 Focus Group with 6 
– 8 Parents who do not 
attend parent 
engagement activities 
 
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you:  
 Follow the investigator’s or researcher’s instructions. 
 Tell the investigator or researcher right away if you have a complication or injury. 
 
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You may decide not to take part in the research and it will not be held against you. 
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time it will not 
be held against you. 
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13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There are no risks for you to participate in this study.  
14. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study.  
 
15. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
  
There are no benefits to you from your taking part in this research. We cannot 
promise any benefits to others from your taking part in this research.  
16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information including 
research study records, treatment or therapy records to people who have a need to review 
this information. We cannot promise complete secrecy. Organizations that may inspect 
and copy your information include the IRB and other representatives of this organization.  
 
We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your name 
and other identifying information confidential. 
 
17. What else do I need to know? 
 
This research study is being done by Drexel University.   
 
 
If you would like the results of the research study, please contact Michele 
Hammersla-Quick, 814-592-0366, mlh78@drexel.edu, or Dr. Kristine Grant, 
ksl33@drexel.edu.  
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Signature Block for Capable Adult 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 
DO NOT SIGN THIS FORM AFTER THIS 
DATE 
  
   
Signature of subject  Date 
 
 
Printed name of subject 
   
Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 
   
Printed name of person obtaining consent  Form Date 
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Teachers 
1. Title of research study: Perceptions of Effective Parent Engagement in Rural Title 
I Schools 
2. Researcher:   Dr. Kristine Grant; Michele Hammersla-Quick 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study 
We invite you to take part in a research study because you are a teacher at 
Curwensville Area School District, and have either participated or lead a parent 
engagement activity within the last two years.  
4. What you should know about a research study 
 Someone will explain this research study to you. 
 Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
 You can choose not to take part. 
 You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
 If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
 Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, 
talk to the research team at Michele Hammersla-Quick at 814-592-0366, 
mlh78@drexel.edu, or Dr. Kristine Grant, ksl33@drexel.edu.  
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board 
(IRB). An IRB reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the rights and 
welfare of humans subjects taking part in the research.  You may talk to them at (215) 
255-7857 or email HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
 Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 
 You cannot reach the research team. 
 You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
 You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
 You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
6. Why is this research being done? 
This research is being completed to compare the perceptions of effective parent 
engagement activities between parents, teachers, and administrators. Current research has 
demonstrated that these groups (parents, teachers, administrators) often have different 
views of what effective parent engagement is. By comparing these perceptions, educators 
will have an improved understanding of ways to effective engage parents in their child’s 
education.   
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7. How long will the research last? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for 7 months.  
8. How many people will be studied? 
We expect about 65 people here will be in this research study out of 65 people in 
the entire study.   
 
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be contacted to participate in an 
interview that is expected to last 1 hour.  
Table: Data Collection Methods 
Data Collection Methods 
 Maple Elementary Elm Elementary Oak Jr/Sr High 
School 
Interviews with 
people who 
coordinate 
parent 
engagement 
activities 
Timeframe: 
Nov & Dec 
2015 
3 Interviews 
 Principal or 
Curriculum 
Director 
 PTA President 
 Recommended 
Teacher 
5 Interviews 
 Principal or 
Curriculum 
Director 
 PTA President 
 3 
Recommende
d Teachers 
5 Interviews 
 Principal 
 PTA 
President 
 3 
Recommende
d Teachers 
 
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you:  
 Follow the investigator’s or researcher’s instructions. 
 Tell the investigator or researcher right away if you have a complication or injury. 
 
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You may decide not to take part in the research and it will not be held against you. 
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time it will not 
be held against you. 
13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There are no risks for you to participate in this study.  
14. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study.  
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15. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
  
There are no benefits to you from your taking part in this research. We cannot 
promise any benefits to others from your taking part in this research.  
16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information including 
research study records, treatment or therapy records to people who have a need to review 
this information. We cannot promise complete secrecy. Organizations that may inspect 
and copy your information include the IRB and other representatives of this organization.  
 
We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your name 
and other identifying information confidential. 
 
17. What else do I need to know? 
 
This research study is being done by Drexel University.   
 
 
If you would like the results of the research study, please contact Michele 
Hammersla-Quick, 814-592-0366, mlh78@drexel.edu, or Dr. Kristine Grant, 
ksl33@drexel.edu.  
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Signature Block for Capable Adult 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 
DO NOT SIGN THIS FORM AFTER THIS 
DATE 
  
   
Signature of subject  Date 
 
 
Printed name of subject 
   
Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 
   
Printed name of person obtaining consent  Form Date 
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Appendix G: Poetry Out Loud, High School Illustrative Example 
 
 
Poetry Out Loud 
 Poetry Out Loud is a high school curricular based activity that involves high 
school students. This parent activity night provides students the opportunity to recite 
poetry that they have memorized that will be judged based on accuracy, fluency, and 
delivery of their presentation. The night also includes guest speakers that focus on how 
important literacy opportunities for students are. During the intermission, all participants 
are provided refreshments.  
 The audience included approximately 130 people, including the students that were 
participating.  Once the initial speakers passed the half hour mark, several audience 
members got up and left and then came back. There was a steady stream of people 
leaving the auditorium during the last five minutes of the speakers. Once the students 
were introduced and announced, just about everyone returned to the auditorium. For the 
majority of the student recitations, audience members were actively engaged. They would 
cheer and call students by name, and react appropriately to each poem. After the poetry 
recitations were over, there was a 20 minutes intermission in which the judges 
collaborated and made their final winners. During this intermission teachers and parents 
interacted with each while enjoying snacks in the lobby. One conversation that was 
overhead included a parent and teacher talking about the success of the poetry unit 
energizing her son with the rest of the language arts class. Other conversations that were 
heard included local news, weekend plans, and the football team. The closing and awards 
portion of the night was skimmed over. The opportunity to celebrate the successes of 
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each student was lost due to the length of time that the whole program took. While 
exiting the auditorium, parents expressed that they were disappointed with the awards 
presentation at the end. One parent was quoted as saying, “I sat through close to an hour 
long author trying to get me to buy his book, listened to my daughter for 3 minutes, and 
saw her get her second place award in 10 seconds. Not a fun way to spend the majority of 
my night.” 
Evaluation Summary:  
Statement Yes No Did not 
Respond 
This was an activity that I would 
recommend to other parents.  
1 (admin) 
1 (teacher) 
4 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity provided me information that 
will help me understand the schools’ 
program.  
1 (admin) 
1 (teacher) 
4 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity provided me ideas that I can 
use at home to help assist my child.  
 
 
1 (parent) 
17% 
1 (admin) 
1 (teacher) 
2 (parent) 
66% 
 
 
1 (parent) 
17% 
This activity allowed me to positively 
interact with school personnel.  
1 (admin) 
1 (teacher) 
4 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity was scheduled at a day/time 
that I can usually attend 
 
1 (teacher) 
4 (parent) 
83% 
 1 (admin) 
 
 
17% 
 
 From the evaluation summary, participants overwhelmingly would recommend 
this activity to others and also agree that this activity allows parents and school personnel 
to interact in a positive manner. Parents reported the goals of the evening to include 
supporting their children in an activity of their choosing, learning about the literacy 
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education that their children are receiving, and promote literacy and the arts to their 
students. All parents reported that the program achieved the identified goals. This activity 
directly connects to the perceived goals of effective parent engagement activities that 
parents, teachers, and administrators reported. Three of the four parent evaluations 
indicated that one goal of the evening was to learn about the literacy and arts education of 
their students. This directly connects to the reported goal of learning new information that 
was stated by parents, teachers, and administrators. Another goal that was stated by two 
of the parents was that they were there to support their children’s interests. This 
demonstrates the overall reported goals of supporting activities where students have fun, 
and the administrators’ goal of celebrating students’ achievements.  According to parent 
Cathy, Poetry Out Loud is a successful example of parent engagement activity because 
the students and parents chose to be there. She discussed further that it gives parents a 
chance to interact and connect to each other. Parents also have the opportunity to talk to 
each other about their students.  
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Appendix H: ABC’s of College Planning, High School Illustrative Example 
 
 
ABC’s of College Planning 
 ABC’s of College planning occurred in the auditorium with 6 adults and 4 
students attending, that represented 5 different families. This parent engagement activity 
took place in the auditorium. There were two facilitators of this event, one was the high 
school guidance counselor and one was a local college representative.  Neither facilitator 
used a microphone during the event, and they tended to be muffled in the auditorium. The 
goal of the evening, information to make college planning easier, was explicitly stated at 
the beginning of the presentation. To make this night more accessible to parents, it was 
held on the same night as the open house for the jr/sr high school. This did not increase 
the number of parent participants, as the guidance counselor had hoped. According to the 
evaluation that was completed, the attendance was even lower than anticipated. The 
PowerPoint presentation was facilitated by the college representative for approximately 
34 minutes of the 42 minute presentation. At the beginning of this presentation, audience 
engagement was initially encouraged through the question, “Who remembers Animal 
House?” From the audience, two parents raised their hands but did not answer what they 
remembered about “Animal House” when they were asked. The presenter continually 
tried to connect the audience to the presentation by describing extra-curricular activities 
that the students participate in high school and how they support students in college. 
These specific points included leadership by being a team captain of a sport, or oral 
language skills that students develop through participating in musical plays. From these 
opportunities, the presenter also described different “students” that she sees and interacts 
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with on campus. The next part of her presentation focused on the change in 
relationship that parents and children experience as the students start college. Throughout 
the presentation, there were three women in the audience that continually talked. The two 
other families that were represented would glance at the families as if to give them a hint 
that they should be quiet – but they didn’t read the looks that were given. The presenter 
continued with her presentation and didn’t acknowledge this group of people. During the 
last four minutes of this presentation, the guidance counselor shared her own experiences 
about navigating the college process with her own children. The last couple of minutes 
were left for questions from the audience, but despite several prompts, no audience 
member asked questions.  
Evaluation Summary:  
Statement Yes No Did not 
Respond 
This was an activity that I would 
recommend to other parents.  
1 (teacher) 
5 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity provided me information that 
will help me understand the schools’ 
program.  
1 (teacher) 
5 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity provided me ideas that I can 
use at home to help assist my child.  
1 (teacher) 
5 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity allowed me to positively 
interact with school personnel.  
1 (teacher) 
5 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity was scheduled at a day/time 
that I can usually attend 
1 (teacher) 
5 (parent) 
100% 
  
 
 From the evaluation summary, parents and teachers agree that this parent 
engagement activity provided parents with new information, allowed parents and school 
personnel to interact in a positive manner, and agreed that this program should be 
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recommended to other parents. Every participant that filled out a program evaluation 
reported that the overall goal for the activity was to provide parents new information 
about college planning. 100% of the evaluations indicated that this goal was achieved. 
This parent engagement activity directly connects to the overall perceived goals of 
effective parent engagement activities of providing parents with new learnings. In this 
activity, parents learned about how to navigate the college application process. This 
stated goal meets the ideal expectations for parents, teachers, and administrators.  
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Appendix I: Holiday Crafts, Elementary Illustrative Example 
 
 
Holiday Crafts 
 Creating Christmas Crafts for the students to take home is a yearly tradition at 
Maple Elementary School. This parent engagement activity lasts for a minimum of two 
weeks. The parents that run this activity require a minimum of a week and a half of their 
own time to put together the crafts and finish the crafts for the students and the teachers. 
The parents spend about three half days with students to construct, paint, and finish the 
crafts for their families. All of the crafts have been predetermined by each teacher, with 
each grade completing a different craft. Examples include a jingle bell reindeer, a 
snowman with a countdown calendar, or a gingerbread boy or girl. This holiday craft has 
been completed for 9 years. All families expect that their children will create the same 
craft that has been traditionally completed for the grade level.  
 This observation occurred on the second day of the holiday craft activity. There 
were five parents that helped each grade paint or assemble their crafts. All crafts came 
with all pieces cut out ahead of time. Students would only paint or glue the pieces 
together. Each grade level (K-4) cycled through 30 minutes of this activity throughout the 
morning. The activity leader, a parent, directed the other four parents with how to lay out 
the craft before each grade came. For example, for the kindergarten students, each student 
received their wooden gingerbread man with small amounts of black and white paint, and 
a paint brush. The first day of the holiday craft these students painted their figurines 
brown, and this second day they were added facial features and buttons with the black 
and white paint. Once the students entered the cafeteria and found their craft, all five 
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parents would walk around and help each student as needed. The teacher would also 
lend a hand with the students as needed. There were approximately 3 students for every 
adult in each class. The students in grade 2-4 knew exactly what to do. The entered the 
cafeteria, sat at their craft, completed the next step, and then finished – all within about 
15 minutes. The students in kindergarten and first grade needed more direction. They 
looked towards the teachers to explain what the next step was.  
Evaluation Summary:  
Statement Yes No Did not 
Respond 
This was an activity that I would 
recommend to other parents.  
5 (teacher) 
5 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity provided me information that 
will help me understand the schools’ 
program.  
4 (teacher) 
4 (parent) 
80% 
1 (teacher) 
 1 (parent) 
20% 
 
This activity provided me ideas that I can 
use at home to help assist my child.  
3 (teacher) 
4 (parent) 
70% 
 2 (teacher) 
1 (parent) 
30% 
 
This activity allowed me to positively 
interact with school personnel.  
5 (teacher) 
5 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity was scheduled at a day/time 
that I can usually attend 
 5 (teacher) 
5 (parent) 
100% 
  
 
 10 participants completed evaluations for this activity, 5 teachers and 5 parents. 
100% of the respondents reported that they would recommend this activity to other 
parents and that it allowed parents and school personnel to interact in a positive manner. 
Where some respondents reported discrepancies with their responses included that the 
activity provided information that helped with understanding the school’s programs and 
if this program provided ideas for parents to use at home with their children. All ten of 
the participants that completed evaluations reported that the primary goal was to help all 
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students make a Christmas Craft to give to a family member. Three participants (1 
parent and 2 teachers) added a second goal of parents and teachers working together to 
help students complete an activity. All participants agreed that the stated goals of this 
activity were met. The stated goals of this activity connect directly to the perceived goals 
of students having fun and building relationships between parents and school personnel. 
One teacher added a comment on the evaluation that when parents become involved with 
student activities, they increase their personal connections with their children and their 
children’s teachers.   
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Appendix J: Thanksgiving Classroom Party, Elementary Illustrative Example 
 
 
Thanksgiving Classroom Party 
 The Thanksgiving classroom party lasted approximately an hour, right before 
lunch. Several weeks before the party, the classroom teacher identified two parents to 
organize this party. One parent was in charge of the snack, and one of the parents was in 
charge of the activity. The parent that was in charge of the food brought a cooler and 
crate full of snacks. The parent that was in charge of the activity, started the 
Thanksgiving party out by talking about what it means to be thankful. She then directed 
all of the students to identify one thing that they are thankful for in their life. Once the 20 
students and teacher answered, the students were paired up based on who they were 
sitting with at their desks. Pairs of students were directed to come to the back table and 
get a cup full of beads along with a short poem. Once all of the students had their beads, 
the craft parent directed each team to read the poem and create a bracelet based on that 
poem. The teacher and the other parent walked around and helped each pair of students as 
needed. Most often the students needed help tying their bracelets at the end. There were 
two teams of students that needed more help from one parent. This parent positioned 
herself in between the teams and read the poem to the students. After fifteen minutes, 18 
out of 20 students had completed their bracelet. At this point, the snack mother had her 
son start to pass out the treats that she brought. He chose a friend to help pass out the 
cupcakes and napkins. During this time the students were talking to each other and the 
classroom itself was full of noise. The students ate their snacks for approximately 10 
minutes, and then were directed to start another class activity: Get to Know You Bingo. 
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During this bingo game, students walked around the classroom to identify people that 
had a unique characteristic, for example was wearing a watch or had a dog for a pet. The 
person that had the characteristic would sign their name on the student’s bingo board. 
During this activity, all students walked around the class and tried to fill their bingo 
boards with signatures. With two minutes left before lunch, students were directed by the 
teacher to thank the parent volunteers and were directed back to their seats to get ready 
for lunch. While the students were lined up by the teacher, they waved and thanked the 
parents as they exited the classroom.  
 Throughout this activity, Teacher Samantha easily talked with both parents and 
the students. She interacted during the whole activity and helped to guide students 
through transitions. At one point she set up a follow up conversation with one parent to 
discuss a math unit that was just completed. The parent readily agreed that after the 
Thanksgiving break would be a good time for this discussion.  
Evaluation Summary:  
Statement Yes No Did not 
Respond 
This was an activity that I would 
recommend to other parents.  
 1 (teacher) 
 2 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity provided me information that 
will help me understand the schools’ 
program.  
1 (teacher) 
1 (parent) 
67% 
 
1 (parent) 
33% 
 
This activity provided me ideas that I can 
use at home to help assist my child.  
1 (teacher) 
1 (parent) 
67% 
 
1 (parent) 
33% 
 
This activity allowed me to positively 
interact with school personnel.  
1 (teacher) 
2 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity was scheduled at a day/time 
that I can usually attend 
1 (teacher) 
2 (parent) 
100% 
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  Of the three participants that completed evaluation forms, the only 
discrepancies that were indicated were in the categories that the activity provided ideas to 
assist with activities at home, and this activity provided parents an increased 
understanding of school programs.  
 The teacher and the parents identified that the goal of the Thanksgiving classroom 
party was for parents to connect with the students in a fun, social way. The teacher also 
indicated that the goal was to connect parents to school. On their evaluations they noted 
that this goal was achieved as evidenced by the smiles and the interaction of the students. 
They noted that the students interacted well with both each other and the adult helpers 
that were in the class that day.  
 Noticeably missing from the evaluation was evidence of the teacher and parents 
interactions as part of the goals for the day. The focus was solely on the students having 
fun and interacting with the parents, which is a stated perceived goal of administrators 
and parents of effective parent engagement activities.  During the hour long activity 
itself, the teacher casually interacted with the parents, but only in a supportive role. The 
teacher did not take the lead with the students, nor did she interact with the parents other 
than to help out with the students.  
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Appendix K: Christmas Classroom Party, Illustrative Example 
 
 
Christmas Classroom Party 
 Before the party began Teacher Ashley discussed how the parent engagement 
activities were arranged in her classroom. In August, a parent will provide her a calendar 
of parent engagement activities for the whole school year and will have a list of parents 
that will be involved in each activity. Once the activity occurs, some of the participating 
parents will be changes, but the lead parent for each activity stays the same as was 
initially identified. Teacher Ashley expressed some concern over the parents that were 
involved in each other based on her prior knowledge of their relationships between each 
other (parent to parent) within the community. Sometimes, Teacher Ashley is concerned 
about parents bringing in outside of the school problems into the classroom.  
 This parent engagement activity occurs the day before the winter break. The class 
that was observed had a holiday gift exchange. A couple of weeks before the party, 
students chose a name of another student out of the hat. Girls chose girls, and boys chose 
boys. Every student sat in a circle and a parent led them through the gift exchange. Each 
student had to guess up to three other students that had their name for the gift exchange. 
If they still did not guess it, the student that had their name would reveal themselves. 
Most of the gifts that were exchanged were valued at $5 or less. All gifts were wrapped, 
and every student would watch while each student unwrapped their gifts. While the 
students expressed their excitement through their comments and bouncing up and down 
on their knees, they were all very respectful of each other and did not interrupt.  
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 After the gift exchange, another parent led them through a Christmas Gift 
Game. They wrapped several small toys and candy up in a ball of saran wrap. While one 
student rolled the dice, another student unwrapped the ball. If an object fell out while the 
student was rolling, they got to keep that toy. Once the student rolled doubles, the ball 
and die were passed to the next two students. During this activity the students could 
hardly contain their excitement. The moved more, the circle got smaller, and they cheered 
louder for the classmates. Two additional parents ended up helping out to ensure that all 
students received a fair shot at unrolling presents from the saran wrap ball. Two parents 
were observed to stand in the back of the classroom and whisper to each throughout this 
section of the Christmas Party.  
 After that activity was over, students enjoyed pizza and refreshments. Four 
parents helped to pass out pizza, drinks, and sweets to the children. During this time, the 
teacher opened up the presents that her students gave her. All students and parents 
expected the teacher to take time and open each gift separately, and talk about exactly 
how she would use each gift while making a personal connection to each student. Once 
all students finished eating, and the teacher opened all gifts, the parents helped the 
children pack their school bags and clear their desks. Once that was finished, all students 
lined up for one last game. This game involved throwing red balls (reindeer noses) 
through a hoop. During this game several students had a hard time staying in line and 
focusing. Students were speaking loudly and throwing the balls all over the classroom. 
After each child had two turns, and the parents were hit several times with the balls, the 
parents ended the game. At this time the children put their coats on and lined up to wait 
for dismissal.  
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Evaluation Summary:  
Statement Yes No Did not 
Respond 
This was an activity that I would 
recommend to other parents.  
 1 (teacher) 
4 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity provided me information that 
will help me understand the schools’ 
program.  
  1 (teacher) 
 4 (parent) 
100% 
 
This activity provided me ideas that I can 
use at home to help assist my child.  
 1 (teacher) 
3 (parent) 
80% 
  (teacher) 
 1 (parent) 
20% 
 
This activity allowed me to positively 
interact with school personnel.  
   1 (teacher) 
4 (parent) 
100% 
  
This activity was scheduled at a day/time 
that I can usually attend 
1 (teacher) 
4 (parent) 
100% 
  
 
 During this elementary Christmas Party, the identified goal was for students to 
interact with each other and to celebrate Christmas. All parents and the teacher indicated 
that this goal was successfully achieved during this activity. All participants also agreed 
that this activity did not increase parent understanding of the Maple Elementary’s school 
programs. One parent indicated that this activity did not provide any idea to help assist 
their child at home, while 80% of the respondents reported that this activity did provide 
ideas with how to assist children at home. On four out of the five evaluations that were 
completed, comments were added about the importance of connecting parents to the 
schools. The teacher and three parents cited that this party gave parents and teachers the 
opportunity to interact in a social manner. These four evaluations also indicated that this 
party gave parents the opportunity to help teachers. As evidenced through these 
evaluations the parents, teachers, and administrators perceived goals of increasing the 
positive relationship between school and home was achieved. This party also gave 
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children the opportunity to have fun, as was identified as a positive goal of effective 
parent engagement activities by parents and administrators.  
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Appendix L: Trunk-or-Treat, Elementary Illustrative Example 
 
 
Trunk-or-Treat 
 The overall goal of the Trunk-or-Treat program is to get a book into every child’s 
hand. A secondary goal that was identified by the teachers that participated is to provide 
parents with literacy support in the home. This activity took place on a Saturday 
afternoon for three hours in the parking lot of a local business. The title one reading 
teachers as well as an administrator, two student volunteers, and two parent volunteers set 
up several tables in which books for elementary students were set up. The books ranged 
from pre-readers to chapter books. Before each child walked through the book line, they 
were given candy, a bookmark, and a pencil. The pencil was given out to help count the 
number of children that received a book. Over 600 children received a book during 
Trunk-or-Treat. These books ranged from picture books to chapter books for high school 
students.  
 There were five other organizations that were located in the parking lot of this 
trunk or treat. Families and children would start at one end of the parking lot and move 
around the circle to the other end. The school district’s “trunk”, or tables, were located 
directly in the middle. Families quickly moved through the circle as they picked up 
candy, bookmarks, and their pencils. Once the children got to the book tables, the line 
slowed down. Some children found books almost instantly that they wanted, while others 
took up to several minutes to decide what book they wanted. During the time that 
children were picking out books, the school personnel would interact with the children 
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and their families and talk about the book options. They would try to guide students 
to appropriate books for the age and grade levels.  
Evaluation Summary:  
Statement Yes No Did not 
Respond 
This was an activity that I would 
recommend to other parents.  
 2 (teacher) 
 47 (parent) 
 1 (admin) 
100% 
   
 
This activity provided me information that 
will help me understand the schools’ 
program.  
  
41 (parent) 
 1 (admin) 
84% 
2  (teacher) 
2 (parent) 
 
8% 
   
4  (parent) 
 
8% 
This activity provided me ideas that I can 
use at home to help assist my child.  
 1 (teacher) 
 44 (parent) 
 
90% 
1 (teacher) 
1  (parent) 
 1 (admin) 
6% 
   
 2 (parent) 
 
4% 
This activity allowed me to positively 
interact with school personnel.  
 2 (teacher) 
 46 (parent) 
 1 (admin) 
98% 
  
1 (parent) 
 
2% 
This activity was scheduled at a day/time 
that I can usually attend 
2 (teacher) 
46 (parent) 
 1 (admin) 
98% 
    
 1 (parent) 
 
2% 
 
 82 of the evaluations were completed with yes circled five times. There was no 
other writing on these evaluations, including a statement about the perceived goal of 
Trunk-or-Treat. Due to the lack of writing and lack of further information on the 
evaluation forms these evaluations were not included in this summary. 47 parent 
evaluations, 2 teacher evaluations, and 1 administrator evaluation will be included.  
 Of the 50 evaluations that were included, 19, or 38% of them indicated that 
Trunk-or-Treat achieved the goal of having parents and children interact in a fun way. 
This directly connects to the stated goal of administrators and parents that engagement 
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activities should provide children with the opportunity to have fun. One parent wrote 
that this activity, “Incorporates everyone into the learning process and connections 
everyone to fun.” Another parent reiterated the importance of this interaction by stating, 
“Children learn through interactions! This activity provided positive interactions for 
kids!” 
 
